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ABSTRACT
SHADOW OF THE MOUNTAIN
By
Erkki Wilho Mackey
Set in 1901, Shadow of the Mountain chronicles just under one year in the
history of a town that I have named Mission and modeled after Salisbury, Vermont. It
focuses on two characters: Paul Williams, the town’s best fisherman and a quiet, solitary
man, and Mary Jenkins, a young woman living by herself in the cabin that her father
built, managing to get by mostly through subsistence farming. It follows the developing
relationship between Paul and Mary that is complicated by several elements, but
primarily by Paul’s past relationship with Mary’s father, Jonathon Jenkins, who died
pinned beneath a fallen tree while Paul watched, unable to save him despite his best
efforts. The book also examines economic developments in the town, as it transitions
from a reliance on logging to a tourist economy, and pays particular attention to the way
those changes further complicate Paul’s and Mary’s relationship, especially Paul’s
losing his job at the logging company. The novel closes with the suggestion that Paul
and Mary will end up together, but there is enough remaining uncertainty to make the
ending ambivalent rather than conclusive.
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INTRODUCTION

The town where I grew up, Salisbury, Vermont, is small and physically is
dominated by a lake and a mountain that looms over it. It is a town that has, in some
ways, undergone significant change during the last hundred years, yet in many ways
has hardly changed at all. My MFA thesis, a novel entitled Shadow of the Mountain, is
my attempt to capture a sense both of change and of permanence by chronicling a short
period in the history of a town that I have named Mission and modeled after Salisbury.
I also hope there is some measure of timelessness and universality to the story – while
it is the story of one specific time and place, its concerns and themes are those of any
number of times and any number of places across our nation and its history, where the
landscape shapes the lives of the people who live there. It should therefore come as no
surprise that other stories that rely heavily on a sense of place – especially those where
the physical characteristics of the place take on symbolic or thematic significance –
figure prominently in a list of influences.
Shadow focuses on two characters: Paul Williams, the town’s best fisherman and
a quiet, solitary man, and Mary Jenkins, a young woman living by herself in the cabin
that her father built, managing to get by mostly through subsistence farming. Set in
1901, the book chronicles just under one year, examining the developing relationship
between Paul and Mary that is complicated by several elements, but primarily by his
past relationship with her father, Jonathon Jenkins, who died pinned beneath a fallen
tree while Paul watched, unable to save him despite his best efforts. The novel closes
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with the suggestion that Paul and Mary will end up together, but there is enough
remaining uncertainty to make the ending ambivalent rather than conclusive.
The book also examines economic developments in the town, as it transitions
from a reliance on logging to a tourist economy, and pays particular attention to the
way those changes further complicate Paul’s and Mary’s relationship, especially Paul’s
losing his job at the logging company. While that event poses financial difficulty, Paul
is in part glad of the demise of the logging industry because of what he comes to realize
are the detrimental effects of the industry on the environment that sustains the fish and
the people of the region. The changing landscape is therefore another important
element of the novel, which I hope has made a subtle argument in favor of an
environmentalist perspective, one that I have developed both through experience and
through reading literature that brilliantly depicts landscape and portrays man as
inseparable from it. Books that accurately describe what it is like to fish in addition to
showing man’s reliance on his environment are especially important to the work that
went into my novel, and it is for that reason that I begin my discussion of influences
with Ernest Hemingway.

The Nick Adams Stories, by Ernest Hemingway
Any American author writing about fishing is indebted to some degree to Ernest
Hemingway, and in particular his Nick Adams stories. In places in my novel, I have
certainly tried to emulate Hemingway’s precision when describing setting. I have also
attempted to convey the sensation of catching a fish, much in the way Hemingway did
in his story “Big Two-Hearted River,” which also serves as an example of how an
2

author can symbolically employ an aspect of setting. In that story, Nick is both drawn
to and repulsed by a swamp, which one could interpret as representing the dark and
muddied part of his psychological or emotional state that is the result of trauma
experienced during World War I. Hemingway writes, “Nick did not want to go in [the
swamp] now. He felt a reaction against deep wading with the water deepening up
under his armpits…In the fast deep water, in the half light, the fishing would be tragic.
In the swamp fishing was a tragic adventure” (Hemingway 180). The last line of the
story, however, reads, “There were plenty of days coming when he could fish the
swamp,” which suggests that Nick knows that at some point he will have wade through
his memories of the war if he is ever to overcome the trauma he experienced
(Hemingway 180). The unavoidable swamp is an ever-present and somewhat ominous
element of the story, even when it does not take center stage.
Much in the same way, I suppose, I’ve tried to use the mountain and its shadow,
and shadows in general, as a reminder if not a direct representation of that which is
inescapable and shapes the lives of my novel’s characters. For Paul and Mary, it is
their complicated past together and the events over which they have no control that
affect them emotionally and economically; for the town, it is the changing landscape
and economy it must face; for the fishermen of Mission, it is their helplessness in the
face of unfavorable weather and the suspicion it is not a coincidence. My effort is
perhaps best exemplified by a brief discussion that appears toward the end of the novel,
during which one character, Zach McCain, tells Paul, “Every morning [the mountain]
casts its shadow over my house, and once or twice each summer I just sit here for a few
hours in the morning and watch the shadow crawl across the lake. It makes a man
3

know his place in the world. You know the feeling?” Paul responds, “Yes, I believe I
do.” It is a conversation meant to be read both literally and figuratively, because of the
way shadows can function as a broad metaphor, not just in my novel, but in life in
general: even on good days, when the future seems to provide reason for optimism, the
challenging realities of the day-to-day effort to survive and to find happiness linger – in
fact, it is on those days that the challenges we try to push from our minds and forget, as
Nick does the swamp, are by contrast made sharpest and most vivid, just as the
brightest and sunniest days bring out the most distinct shadows.
“Big Two-Hearted River” ends with the suggestion that the swamp – as both
actual physical space and symbolic emotional condition – is unavoidable for Nick, and
in my work, shadows are similarly omnipresent and unavoidable, both in their literal
presence in the landscape I depict and as they represent the challenges that my
characters must face.

A River Runs Through It, by Norman Maclean
Mission, Vermont cannot escape the mountain’s shadow, and neither can
American fiction about fishing fully escape the influence of Norman Maclean’s A River
Runs Through It, nor, I think, can any subsequent work hope to surpass the quality of
Maclean’s descriptions of fly-fishing. In telling the story of a Montana family for
whom there is no clear line between fishing and religion, he brings the sport as close to
life as it can be brought on the page, and he uses his descriptions to convey a sense of
awe and a deep appreciation for the mysteries of life that we will never be able to fully
comprehend, in any logical way, beyond our capacity to feel them. What draws men
4

and women to fishing can be explained in a superficial way – by the excitement and
surprise of getting a hit, by a sense of accomplishment at landing a beautiful trout, by
tranquil hours spent beside gently murmuring rivers – but those who love the sport
know that there is something else, something deeper that is available to neither
interpretation nor explanation, something that perhaps can best be called spiritual.
Never have I felt so inseparably tied to the oneness of everything than when standing in
a murmuring river with a fish on the end of my line, and no one has captured the feeling
better or more eloquently than Norman Maclean. He writes, for example, “The body
and spirit suffer no more sudden visitation than that of losing a big fish, since, after all,
there must be some slight transition between life and death. But, with a big fish, one
moment the world is nuclear and the next it has disappeared. That’s all. It has gone”
(Maclean 44). He unabashedly emphasizes the spirituality of fishing by drawing
obvious parallels between such a tranquil pastime and religion. His famous closing
passage is an attempt – a very successful one, in my opinion – to convey a sense of
unity and wholeness that fishing often creates in its practitioners. The passage ends,

Then in the arctic half-light of the canyon, all existence fades to a being
with my soul and memories and the sounds of the Big Blackfoot River and
a four-count rhythm and the hope that a fish will rise. Eventually, all
things merge into one, and a river runs through it. The river was cut by
the world’s great flood and runs over rocks from the basement of time.
On some of the rocks are timeless raindrops. Under the rocks are the
words, and some of the words are theirs. I am haunted by waters.
(Maclean 104)
5

Many fishermen, I think, would say that when fishing, very little seems to exist outside
and inseparable from themselves, a feeling that Maclean evokes vividly over and over,
such as when he writes, “One great thing about fly fishing is that after a while nothing
exists of the world but thoughts about fly fishing” (Maclean 18), or in a later passage
that reads, “Something within fishermen tries to make fishing into a world perfect and
apart – I don’t know what it is or where, because sometimes it is in my arms and
sometimes in my throat and sometimes nowhere in particular except somewhere deep.
Many of us probably would be better fishermen if we did not spend so much time
watching and waiting for the world to become perfect” (Maclean 37).
I tried to emulate Maclean to some degree in my novel in two passages in
particular. The first reads,

Paul’s rod sprang alive, bent over against the weight it held, and into his
chest leapt the feeling of the power of the fish. It spread outward in his
body so that in an instant his muscles quivered with excitement and the
world faded into a dull background. Paul let the fish take line. He walked
downstream with it, keeping his line tight. The fish slanted toward him so
he took in line, then it curved up out of the water and quickly fell back
down. The fish again shot to the surface and this time leapt fully out of
the water. It shook violently, tearing Paul’s hook from its mouth. Paul’s
rod snapped straight and in the world that crashed down upon him his line
hung limp, dragging in the water. He watched the current swallow the
ripples of the fish, the last evidence that could prove it had ever been
6

there. He became aware of a chickadee singing and of the breeze that
carried the fresh smell of spring. The gurgling of the brook fell upon him
heavily. The fish had swum away downstream to a place that Paul could
not see. (90-91)

In the second I write,
He reeled slowly and then suddenly a fish ran with his line diagonally
downstream. Paul snapped his rod back to set the hook. He could not see
the end of his line but felt the fish, strong and swimming hard. Gradually
Paul pulled it closer. Twice the fish leaped out of the water and shook,
and in the emerging moonlight its body shone orange and silver and
twisted violently against the hook in its mouth. Water sprang from it in
drops that glistened dimly as they fell back into the brook. With each
jump Paul leaned back with his rod, keeping his line tight and the hook
firmly in the fish’s jaw. He took in line only when the fish let him. After
many minutes he could see it splashing in the shallow water where he
stood. His heart beat with the splashing of the fish and though he did not
know it he had begun to sweat in the cool night air. All things vanished
save only he and the fish. Bending to pick it up Paul held his breath. He
grasped it with one hand around its belly and then it slipped through his
grip and the hook did not hold and the fish was gone, moving downstream
into the darkness. Paul stood slowly. For a moment his life stopped and
there was no time. There were no rocks and no trees and no sun fading in
the western sky and no moon rising. There was only his rod in his hand
7

and the water falling relentlessly on into the distance and a fish swimming
away from him forever. (173-174)

I tried also to capture the spirituality of fishing and the reverence for nature it can
create, especially in my portrayal of Paul. He attends church, but fishing is his real
religion, the activity into which he withdraws when feeling troubled or anxious, the
only thing in his life he can be certain will bring him peace and contentment.
Compared to the rest of his life, fishing is simple. It is existence in perhaps its purest
form. Fish do not judge as people do, as Paul thinks God does; they do not want
anything of him, nor make demands. When fishing he does not feel the pressure of
others’ expectations. He must exercise only patience and humility, those characteristics
which religion at its most fundamental demands. Even other areas of his life that could
potentially bring him satisfaction – his love for Mary, for instance – are, at least in his
mind, fraught with complications and difficulties. The satisfaction of catching big fish
on a fly is the only one Paul knows that can be enjoyed without guilt or any kind of
discomfort.
For both Norman Maclean and Paul, fishing is a way to escape complications
and to find peace, tranquility, and wholeness.

Tortilla Flat and To A God Unknown, by John Steinbeck
Shadow of the Mountain also bears similarities to some of John Steinbeck’s
writing. His body of work has had more influence on my writing than that of any other
author, and Tortilla Flat and To A God Unknown are particularly relevant to my
discussion here.
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Tortilla Flat, which tells the story of how Danny, the main character, inherits
two houses in Monterey, California, which become inhabited by his paisano friends, is
the book that made me want to write. I was especially taken by Steinbeck’s language in
that piece, by the way he could have some of his characters speak with such formality
and yet keep the piece so accessible and such a joy to read. Danny, for instance, often
speaks like this: “‘I looked for thee, dearest of little angelic friends, for see, I have here
two great steaks from God’s own pig and a sack of sweet white bread. Share my
bounty, Pilon, little dumpling’” (Steinbeck 379). Steinbeck’s use of words such as
“thee” give the novella an authoritatively biblical tone, and yet his often short,
declarative sentences keep his language from being too sophisticated, as exemplified in
a passage on the first page that reads, “Before [Danny] ever went to look at his property
he bought a gallon of red wine and drank most of hit himself. The weight of
responsibility left him then, and his very worst nature came to the surface. He shouted,
he broke a few chairs in a poolroom on Alvarado Street; he had two short but glorious
fights. No one paid much attention to Danny” (Steinbeck 377). The balance between
Steinbeck’s use of language that is demotic and biblical makes Tortilla Flat both simple
and profound.
In early drafts of my work, I tried to achieve a similar tone and formality,
especially in dialogue, but the result was not what I had to achieve. Numerous
revisions saw the language move away from formality toward a style more demotic, yet
remnants of the early drafts remain, mostly in Paul’s manner of speaking, such as when
he avoids contractions typical of speech and says, “‘It is a fine thing you have done to
catch fish with only one arm…I do not think I could do it.’”
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In much of Steinbeck’s work, as in Tortilla Flat, the influence of the Bible is
palpable if not self-consciously obvious, perhaps nowhere more so than in To A God
Unknown, a short novel about a young man from Vermont who moves to California in
search of land to call his own. In that piece Steinbeck uses his biblical tone to depict
man’s connection to and dependence on the land he inhabits – in the character of
Joseph, Steinbeck even goes so far as to suggest the inseparability of man and nature, a
theme that is no less significant today than in Steinbeck’s era, even if it has received
less attention in recent fiction. In the novella’s first chapter, Steinbeck writes,
Joseph complained, ‘The farm is too small and – …I have a hunger for
land of my own, sir. I have been reading about the West and the good
cheap land there.’
“John Wayne sighed and stroked his beard and turned the ends
under. A brooding silence settled between the two men while Joseph
stood before the patriarch, awaiting his decision. (Steinbeck 176)
The names – Joseph and John – the use of “patriarch,” the lack of contractions
(“I have” instead of “I’ve,” for instance), all combine to contribute to Steinbeck’s
biblical tone, and beginning his novella with his main character in search of land allows
him to explore the theme of man’s reliance on nature. It is a theme I have tried to
address, especially through Mary and Paul, but also through my depiction of the town
in general. In seeking economic growth, man effects ecological change, which in turn
forces him to change his economic behavior, which creates new and different
ecological change, thus the cycle continues. It will continue until we recognize at last
that our goal should not be to achieve economic growth but rather to achieve
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equilibrium, and in my creation of Mission I have tried, very subtly, to show readers a
town struggling with the deleterious consequences of the pursuit of economic growth at
the cost of environmental degradation.

Where the Rivers Flow North, by Howard Frank Mosher
Howard Frank Mosher’s novella is another work that chronicles man’s
relationship with his land and, in this case, his stubborn refusal to adapt to change, in
spite of economic incentive to do so. Noel Lord is a principled, recalcitrant man whose
defining characteristic might be his dogged determination not to let others determine
his fate, even if that means following a less secure, more challenging course of action.
It is a trait deeply embedded in Yankee lore, as popular in accounts of New England’s
historical heroes as in much of the fiction that has come from that region. While none
of my characters are guilty of the same misguided individualism as Noel Lord arguably
is, many are driven by the same desire to be masters of their fate, to try and shape the
world they inhabit rather than let the world shape them, however hopeless the pursuit
might be.
For example, in Mosher’s work, Noel Lord is offered enough money for his land
that he could sell and retire comfortably. Retirement, though, is not the kind of life he
has in mind for himself, and so refuses to sell, planning instead to fell the timber on his
property – which he believes to be more valuable than the land itself, if he can get the
timber sold – and use the money to buy property in Oregon. Why, the book seems to
ask, would someone give up a lucrative offer in favor of a slightly more profitable but
much riskier venture that will rely on luck and hard, demanding work? Mosher’s
11

suggestion: stubbornness. Noel refuses to let anyone or anything swerve him from the
path he has laid out for himself.
Similarly, both Paul and Mary have difficulty accepting change. Paul has
difficulty accepting that Mary has grown into a woman who wishes to marry him, in
part because of his own stubborn adherence to; Mary struggles to cope with the
potential change to the designation of her property, which she is in danger of losing
because of her tax debt. Change is, however, the one constant in life, and a person’s
ability to cope with it often determines his or her success. In the case of Noel, his
stubbornness ultimately leads to his death. Paul and Mary are not quite so set in their
ways, and yet are not the most flexible characters ever invented, so their futures are
uncertain yet somewhat hopeful.

Ethan Frome, by Edith Wharton
In my estimation, Edith Wharton, in the novel Ethan Frome, produced one of the
best accounts of resigned acceptance of one’s bleak lot in life, depicting characters
shackled by circumstances beyond their control, and her title character exemplifies the
New Englander’s strict adherence to duty that has often been romanticized in literature
and art. Yet Ethan Frome is not a one-dimensional character who fulfills a stereotype,
but rather a complex character full of human desires, torn between his love of Mattie
Silver and his responsibility to his wife, Zeena. Zeena is ill and cantankerous, and does
not bring Ethan happiness – there is little reason for him to stay with her except out of
duty. Mattie, Zeena’s relative and the Frome’s live-in housemaid, provides Ethan with
the personal fulfillment he lacks in his relationship with his wife. He is torn between
the two, between his desire for Mattie and his obligation to his wife, between the
12

freedom to do what he wants and the duty he feels to adhere to the social conventions
of the time.
I have tried to achieve some of the same effects as Ms. Wharton, by developing
characters with few options in life who are determined to do what is right, even when
they are not sure what that is, yet who at times nevertheless have difficulty resisting the
compulsions of their uncontrollable desires that may conflict with their sense of
morality. Paul, especially, struggles with his loyalty to Mary’s father and trying to
fulfill the duty he thinks her father expected of him, and his own romantic feelings for
Mary. It is one form of a universal conflict – one’s desires in conflict with perceived
expectations – that nearly everyone must face at some point and that is prevalent in
fiction. I hope I have been able to successfully develop it in the particular
manifestation in which it appears in my novel, owing gratitude to Edith Wharton for the
influence her novel has had on my own work.

“Two Tramps in Mud Time”, by Robert Frost
Robert Frost earned – rightly so, I think – a reputation as New England’s poet.
He certainly was able to vividly depict the region’s landscape and capture the
sensibilities of its people. To call him a regional poet, however, somewhat discredits
his art because many of his poems explore universal dilemmas of the human condition
and arrive at illuminating conclusions. One poem in particular, “Two Tramps In Mud
Time,” influenced my work in my novel, primarily because of its final lines, which read
Only where love and need are one,
And the work is play for mortal stakes,
Is the deed ever really done
For Heaven and the future’s sakes. (Frost)
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Love and need becoming one for Frost, at least as he discusses them in this
poem, must mean making an avocation and vocation one and the same, an idea that has
intrigued me a great deal, but as much as it appeals to me, it strikes me as an ideal
impossible to achieve, and I have sought to explore why in having Paul be given the
opportunity to earn money while fishing by acting as a guide for a visitor new to the
area. While at first it may – to some – seem like a wonderful possibility, the conflation
of money and fishing eliminates the purity of the pastime. Perhaps for Paul, like many
other characters in literature and other forms of art, the idealized goal of joining one’s
avocation and vocation may be impossible, because it is only as an avocation that an
activity has intrinsic value for a person’s sense of well-being. Fishing is valuable to
Paul because of the fish he catches, yes, but it is more valuable as an activity that makes
him feel whole. The introduction of money makes him obligated to fish, and the
obligatory nature of an act changes its fundamental essence.

In closing
All of the authors discussed here have at least one characteristic in common –
keen insight into the way humans are affected by the land they inhabit – and their
works share a complete fidelity to accurately portraying the interaction between the
two. Those traits, combined with the works’ careful language, well-developed and
complex characters, and straightforward plots, are what have made the popularity of the
works so enduring. Because they have stood the test of time, and because I admire
them, I have tried to incorporate some of the elements of these works into Shadow of
the Mountain. Should any reader of my novel find anything in it to admire, he or she
14

can be grateful, as I am, for the authors discussed here. Without them, I never would
have begun writing fiction.

15

One

In Mission, Vermont, a lake sits at the base of a mountain. One river flows into it
and one out. Fish once swam in the waters. For a time they were gone – only now, many
years after his death, has Paul’s hope of their return been realized. On the mountain
stood trees, old, tall trees that had witnessed the growth of the town for one hundred and
fifty years since it had been settled in 1751. By 1901 almost all of those trees were
gone. Even then, neither the mountain nor the lake had a name. For the people of the
town there were no other lakes or mountains that mattered, so theirs were simply called
the lake and the mountain. Each morning the mountain casts its shadow over the
lake. The shadow recedes into nothing as the sun passes over the town. It is the same
now as it was then, as it has always been.
The people of Mission were once renowned fishermen. At first they did not earn
this reputation by trade. In 1901, most of the men were loggers who made their living by
sliding large oak and maple trees down the mountain into the lake, where they were
floated to the sawmill at the north end. Most of the women stayed at home and cared for
the house and prayed their men would return safely from a job that frequently stole limbs
and occasionally took lives. They did this especially in the winter when the hazards of
the profession were exacerbated by the weather and there was much time for praying. In
the summer when the heat was at its worst, the women prayed also that the men would
have luck with fishing. At other times of the year luck was not needed and the time for
praying was little.
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What children there were in the town attended school in a converted barn on the
property of Mrs. Abrams, a long-time teacher whose husband had lost his right forearm
one winter during the worst cold snap the townspeople could remember. Late one
evening he was guiding logs to the large circular saw when a piece of the blade broke
free and lodged itself in his arm. Later that night, visiting him at the hospital, Mrs.
Abrams thanked God when her husband said, “It was so cold I could hardly feel it.” She
was glad the Lord had not made him suffer. Hardly a week later at work George Abrams
confessed to the other men that “it hurt like hell.” The people of Mission were of a hardy
breed not known to all parts of the world, but they were honest – except occasionally
with their wives.
Paul Williams was a logger whose skill or luck with a rod could not be
surpassed. Each time he went out he failed not to return with at least one fish. To the
other citizens of the town this was remarkable because Paul was not married and
therefore had no one to pray for him. Even those with the most pious wives occasionally
returned home having caught nothing. Paul was known to spend time with Mary Jenkins,
who, like Paul, had lost both her parents at a very young age, but all the people of the
town knew Mary was not inclined to prayer. Father Thomas, the town’s only minister,
had once asked her why she stopped attending church after the passing of her father. She
answered sternly, “There is nothing He can do for me that I can’t do for myself.” It was
the first and only time her beliefs were called into question.
Thus, the townspeople attributed Paul’s luck or skill to his job. Noah Archer,
owner of The Mission Lumber Company, had given Paul the task of navigating the
timber through the waters of the lake. He spent much time on the water and was
17

therefore, according to George Abrams, “well acquainted with the matters of fish.” Many
husbands were jealous of Paul’s luck or skill; had it not been for his generosity they
would have resented him. When his creel was full and others’ empty, he gladly gave of
himself for nothing in return. He did not mind when the men told their wives it was they
who caught the fish; the women did not mind, either. To the wives and to Paul it
mattered only that stomachs were full. The full stomachs of the husbands made their
guilt at lying easier to bear and put them to sleep at night. Such occasions were not often,
however, for nearly all the husbands of Mission were respectable fishermen and took
great pride in fishing well. The town’s faith in fishing was greater even than its faith in
God.
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Two

The day before the fishing season began in 1901, Mary spent the morning hours
hard at work turning the soil of her garden with her shovel, bending occasionally to pick
up a rock and throw it into the woods; she came across three that were too big for her to
move alone and required more digging to unearth. She marked each by sticking a broken
branch into the ground near it, leaving them until the afternoon when Luke Reynolds,
Mary’s nearest farming neighbor, would lend her his horse and plow, and Paul would
come to establish the long, deep furrows between which Mary would shape her rows of
corn. If Vermont farmers could count on any certainty, it was that there would be no
shortage of rocks in their fields. Twenty-five years had passed since Mary’s father had
built a stone wall around the entire perimeter of his clearing using only what he found on
his own property, and seven had passed since Mary and Paul had first re-planted her
mother’s garden, and still every year they continued to dig up and move rocks ranging in
size from a baseball to a watermelon. Mary did not love the work but neither did she
mind it, knowing each improvement she made brought her plot nearer to perfection,
knowing each fewer rock meant better growing for the plants that fed her through the
long winter. It didn’t hurt that the stones also gave Mary a reason to ask Paul to help her.
She knew he would keep coming to see her even without her needing any help, but she
liked that he had a hand in the improvement of the land, as if his working there somehow
indicated his hope, whether he was conscious of it or not, that the land in which he
invested his time and labor might someday belong not just to Mary but to both of them
together. Perhaps that was only Mary’s hope, but on those days when Paul was there
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working and Mary paused from her own tasks to watch him handle the reins or a shovel
or a rock, she liked to believe it belonged to him also – the hope and the land – and
sometimes she even let herself imagine hearing the happy shouts of their children playing
in the woods.
Mostly, though, Mary worked alone and kept her thoughts on the work, each year
slowly but steadily transforming her land from a snow-covered tract of frozen soil into a
beautiful garden full of life and sustenance, something she herself needed after her
morning efforts, which is how she found herself inside eating a snack when two men on
foot approached her house. Through her kitchen window she immediately recognized
one by the mustache and dark grey wool vest he nearly always wore no matter what the
weather; in the summer heat he would have the sleeves of his white collared shirt rolled
up to his elbows, but today he had them firmly buttoned around his wrists, and Mary felt
a slight churning of her stomach at the thought of what must have brought him there. The
other man she did not recognize; his everyday working clothes left little impression on
her, but her eyes were drawn to the surveyor’s tripod he carried over his shoulder and the
small glasses he pushed back up his nose as he neared the cabin. Mary went out onto her
porch to greet them. “Hello, Zach,” she said.
“Mary,” he said, tipping his black short-brimmed cap. “How are you?”
“Just fine. And you?”
The two men stopped at the bottom of the porch stairs, looking slightly up at
Mary as she stood behind her porch railing.
“Well, alright,” Zach said. “Getting your garden ready, I see.”
“Just started this morning, now that the ground’s thawed enough.”
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Zach took a moment to gaze around the clearing and said, “You’ll have this place
bloomin’ in no time, I’m sure.” He looked back at Mary and, rubbing his mustache with
one hand and pointing with the other, said, “This is Joel Watson. Joel, Mary Jenkins.”
“Pleased to make your acquaintance, ma’am.”
Mary nodded slightly and said, “Hello,” forcing a thin, straight smile.
“Joel works for Montpelier,” said Zach. “Travels all over the state checking to
make sure maps are accurate and up to date. I wonder if he might spend an hour or two
here today poking around.”
“I’ll be sure to stay out of your way,” Joel added with a broad grin, pushing his
glasses up again. “You’ll hardly know I’m here.”
Mary laughed to herself. So few people came up to her hilltop that anyone who
did, other than Paul, made her uncomfortable, and the surprise nature of this newcomer’s
visit, along with his introduction to her by Zach, made her uneasily curious. Surely she
would not be able to pretend he wasn’t there. She rubbed her left arm and shoulder
slowly and said, “Alright.” Then, as much to give herself something else to think about
as to be cordial, she added, “I’m sorry I don’t have much of anything to offer you. My
winter supply of food is almost all used up, but I could boil some coffee and butter some
bread.”
“That’s very kind of you, ma’am,” said Joel, “but that won’t be necessary. I don’t
intend to impose, just collect my information and be on my way.” He looked across the
clearing; pointing to the southeast corner he said, “If it’s alright with you I’ll start over
there where you’ve already done your digging.”
“Sure. If you need some water or anything else, just let me know.”
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“Thank you very much,” he said, smiling. Then, turning to Zach he said, “You
ought to get a letter from me in a week or two. Then it’ll be up to you and – ” he looked
down and pressed his index finger to his lips.
“Preston,” said Zach.
“Right. Thank you. You and Preston to handle things from there.”
Zach nodded.
Joel nodded to Mary and said, “Ma’am,” then headed to the corner to get to work.
Mary watched him go, pushing some loose hair behind her ear, wondering at his
purpose. “What’s this all about, Zach?” she asked, still watching the surveyor.
Zach took off his hat. “Well,” he said, “that’s a matter that may have some
bearing on your taxes. May I come in?”
Her concerns realized, Mary was no longer in an obliging mood. “No,” she
answered. “It’s too nice a day to be inside after that winter.” She descended the steps as
she said, “I’d rather talk out here, if you don’t mind.” Now it was she looking up at him.
Zach hooked his thumbs into the armholes of his vest, his hat pinched between the
fingers of his left hand, and flicked the toe of his right boot against a pebble half buried
in the grass where he stood.
“You best get on with it, Zach. We both have work to do.”
Zach looked back up from the pebble to meet Mary’s gaze and said, “I’m sure
you’ve heard that Calais has challenged our northern boundary.”
Mary nodded.
“Well if they’re right it seems your house isn’t in Mission, but a slice of your lot
might be.”
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Mary drew in a deep breath and crossed her arms over her chest, turning her gaze
to squint out at the lake sparkling in the noonday sun, free of any shadows, presided over
by the mountain. Looking back at Zach she asked, “What does that have to do with my
taxes, exactly?”
“If you’re in Calais they’ll want to collect, and it makes Mayor Thompson a little
more eager to have Mission’s share settled.”
“Mission’s share?”
“Yes. Depending on what this government fellow figures out,” Zach, thumbs still
in his vest, pointed with a nod of his chin toward the surveyor, “some of your property’s
likely to still be in Mission, and the Mayor will still want your back taxes for that
portion.” Zach turned to look at the lake, then back to Mary and added, as though an
afterthought, “By the 15th of November.”
“What?” Mary’s voice wavered, unable to hide her surprise and concern. “But
what about our agreement? I thought – ”
“I know,” Zach interrupted. “But this Calais mess changes things. And with the
lumber company doing less and less business and Noah Archer not renewing his lease
on several parcels, the town is losing quite a bit of income. Re-election’s coming up and
the Mayor – well, he wants to make sure finances are in order.”
Mary used her right hand to push more hair behind her ear. With no way to
respond she just squinted out across the lake.
“I’m real sorry, Mary. Your father was a good man. He did right picking this
spot and I’d hate for you to lose it. I hope you know that. There’s just nothing I can
do.”
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Mary looked at the ground. “I know,” she said, looking back up at the lake.
“You’ve been good to me, working out that deal to give me more time. It’s not your
fault.” She took a deep breath and gazed out over the lake before adding, “In all fairness
I’m surprised you’ve been able to let me hang on as long as you have. Seven years is a
long time to go without paying taxes.”
Zach said, “Hell, if Lyman Barrows had stayed on as mayor, he would’ve never
asked you to pay a cent. He loved your father. Paul, too. Always talked about what
good fishing they all had together. But this new fellow’s young and eager to make his
mark, and I’m in no position to contradict him.”
Mary nodded.
“Who knows?” Zach continued. “Maybe this Calais business will make it easier
on you.”
“Maybe,” Mary said, then let a silence grow between them as she stood limply,
staring vacantly off into the unknown and unknowable distance.
Before long Zach said, “When I find out I’ll let you know what’s happening.”
“Thank you.”
Zach put on his hat, looked at Mary and nodded, his pursed lips hidden behind his
mustache, then left without another word.
Mary stood there until he disappeared. A tear trickled down her cheek, but she
wiped it quickly away, then hit her fist against her hip, as if angry with herself for
crying. Having no idea what else to do, she picked up her shovel and went to the corner
of her property farthest away from the surveyor – even though it was the one spot where
the ground had not entirely thawed – with the cabin between them so she couldn’t see
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him, and began turning over the soil and throwing rocks into the woods. Now, though,
the act took on a different meaning. Rather than indicate welcome progress toward an
idea of perfection, the moving of the stones seemed to mark only the passage of time –
the slow, plodding march toward an unwelcome end – their inertia as they flew through
the air pulling Mary closer to the moment when she might lose her home, closer to
losing nearly all that she had in the world. The thought of starving through a long winter
was all that kept her working, but it was enough. And of course there was still Paul.
Perhaps, she hoped, their relationship might develop.
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Three

At the mill, while Mary was being visited by Zach McCain and the government
man, George Abrams spoke to Paul Williams as the workday was ending.
“Paul,” he said, “where will you fish tomorrow?”
“I don’t know,” Paul answered. “I’ll see where luck takes me.”
“But you don’t need luck; you’re the best fisherman in town.”
Paul did not think of luck like most men, but he did not care to explain this to
George Abrams or to anyone.
George paused to place a log at the saw. Paul was turning to leave when George
spoke loud enough to be heard above the noise of the cutting. He said, “Well, wherever
you go, can I come with you?” He looked up then and scratched his nose with the stump
of his right arm. “I’m going to need some luck this year.”
Normally Paul, who was hardly able to tolerate the behavior of fishermen less
reverent than he, fished alone, but when he saw the stump he took pity on George and
thought for a few moments. Finally, the sharp line of his square jaw softened and,
without conviction, he said, “Sure, you can come.”
Michael Fitzpatrick, the town’s worst fisherman, had been listening to the
conversation and saw an opportunity. “Paul, can I come too?” he asked from across the
mill. Paul looked at him and narrowed his dark eyes and clenched his fists; he had not
known Michael could hear them. Of all the men in the town Michael came home emptyhanded most often. There was not a man in Mission who did not refuse to fish with
him. As Paul considered this he looked at George and relaxed his hands. After saying
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yes to the one-armed man he could not say no to the man with no luck. Without looking
at Michael or George, Paul simply nodded his head. He kept his eyes lowered as he
headed toward the door. Michael’s face brightened. George shook his head and looked
disconsolately back down at his logs.
“Meet me at the edge of North Pond at noon,” Paul said as he left. Outside, he
walked down the shore of the lake to deliver another load of logs to the sawmill.
So it was that the greatest fisherman of the town came to fish with two of
Mission’s most hapless souls.
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Four

Mission’s lake is nearly three miles long and runs north to south. Its middle is
broad and wide, over a mile across and roughly rectangular in shape. Near the center of
the northern side of this rectangle, the lake’s water squeezes between two short, rounded
peninsulas before the shores open up again, curving away gently in smooth arcs that
return to meet at the northernmost point of the lake to form a small cove, where a canal
ran a short distance into North Pond. South of the broad middle, the lake narrows
gradually and stretches away into the distance until the western and eastern shores meet
softly, almost imperceptibly, amid a weed-choked marsh where lily pads hide bullfrogs
whose deep-throated warbles float up from the water and thicken the evening dark. From
the marsh northward, a dense hardwood forest, dotted sparsely with clumps of
evergreens, covers both shores until the bottom of the lake’s rectangle. There, on the
western shore, houses begin to appear; square and clapboarded, almost all of them white,
they follow the road that comes up from the village, which, when it nears the lake, turns
north and rides the line of the lake’s edge for nearly a mile. It is on the eastern side of the
rectangle where the mountain stands, rising steeply and abruptly, almost directly out of
the water, and it is there where the work of men and their cutting tools had, by 1901,
made the forest nearly unrecognizable in its thinness.
Directly across the lake from the mountain, a hill slopes gently away from the
western shore, atop which sat the cabin that Mary’s father had built in the spring and
summer of 1875. He had cleared away trees on both slopes of the hill and used the
timber to build the house; he had situated it so that it was the first building in Mission to
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be touched by the sun when its crescent top first peered over the mountain, and the last to
lose its warmth when it finally fell below the horizon. He had chosen the spot for its
light, so that his wife’s garden might flourish in spite of the brevity of Vermont’s
growing season.
Mary, whose bedroom sat in the northeast corner of the cabin, could not help but
think of her father each morning when she awoke; she often peered out at her clearing
and imagined him laboring there with nothing more than his ax and saw and adze, and his
own brute strength and the dream that would become the cabin. Always she felt grateful
for his choosing this perfect spot, a feeling that warmed her even more than the sunlight
that streamed through her window. It was as if the morning light, white and pure and
always new, carried the memory of her father and placed it on her eyelids just before she
awoke, welcoming her to yet another day.
On the evenings when Paul did not visit her, Mary, in the warmer months, often
sat on the ground with her back against the cabin, facing west to watch the last orange
light drift behind the Adirondack Mountains far to the west. She would wonder what life
was like there in those faraway places, then try to let herself believe it couldn’t possibly
be better than it was in Mission or in Vermont. Afterward, in bed, feeling her eyelids
grow heavy, she would often hope to dream of the mother she had never known, perhaps
believing she could, in the miraculous space of dreams, see – at least for a moment – her
mother and father together, just before he arrived on the light of the morning to wake her.
It was just such an evening that followed Zach McCain’s pronouncement about her taxes,
when a visit from Paul would have been especially comforting. She knew, though, Paul
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would have been preparing his flies and line for opening day, and as she lay in bed she
hoped he might bring her fish the net evening.
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Five

The next day, Paul arrived at North Pond first, with his creel over his left hip and
all his flies on the strip of felt encircling his brown hat. In his large right hand he held his
rod, now in two pieces. He squinted south over the lake and paced back and forth along
the bridge that spanned the canal connecting North Pond to the north cove of the lake. To
the east the broad face of the mountain rose steeply from the edge of the water. To the
west, green hills rolled gently away from the shore, and far at the south end of the lake
Paul could see the head of Sucker Brook, which brought the lake’s water to Dead
Creek. Halfway down the east shore Cold Brook rolled down off the mountain into the
lake.
George Abrams approached from the direction of the mill. “Good day for
fishing,” he said.
Paul stood looking at him. Hanging from his belt was a tin can filled with moist
dirt and worms. A large net hung from his back, and in his only hand he held his
spinning rod. Paul wondered how George would be able to hold both the rod and the net
while landing a fish, but did not question him of this. George’s creel hung over his left
hip also.
“It is,” Paul said at last.
“Have you decided where to go?” George asked. “I thought we might try Cold
Brook.”
“No. We’ll hike up the mountain to the Lake of the Shining Trout. The fish will
be active there.”
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Paul turned south again and let George think this over.
“Hello!” They heard the voice of Michael Fitzpatrick. When he came into view
he said,
“Thought I’d bring two rods today, in case a lunker breaks one. Feelin’ lucky.”
George said, “I hope you brought comfortable boots. We’re going up the
mountain.”
Michael looked at the brown leather of his boots, worn thin around the
toes. “Only pair I got,” he said.
Paul squinted at him and asked, “You’re not carrying any bait?”
“No,” Michael replied. “I’ll dig up some worms and grubs when we get up
there.”
As the three began to walk Paul said, “What about your creel?”
“Don’t need one. Just tie ’em to a string and carry ’em over my shoulder.” He
plucked at the string wrapped around his waist to prove his preparedness.
Paul looked at the string and nodded, seeming satisfied, which brought a grin to
Michael’s round, pudgy face. The three men hiked along the logging road that ran up the
mountain without saying anything for some time. Paul stood nearly a full head taller than
the other two, and his broad chest and powerful shoulders filled out the brown flannel
shirt he wore.
It was indeed a fine spring day and below them the lake sparkled in the
sun. Fresh buds could be seen on many branches, and the familiar song of the chickadee
carried the men up the mountain. Eventually they came to where the logging road forked
atop white cliffs overlooking the lake. The men paused and gazed at the face of the
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mountain and then out at the lake and beyond the opposite hills, across the long valley
that stretched west to the Adirondack Mountains.
“The mountain looks bare,” George said. “We’ve taken a hell of a lot of timber
from it.”
Michael shrugged and said, “Not so bad. Only looks that way ’cause the leaves
haven’t come back yet.”
“Sure, but it won’t last forever,” George replied.
“They’ll grow back. That’s what’s good about ’em. Don’t do anything and they
grow back anyway.”
“But how will I make my living? I’m not old, but I’ll be dead before the new
trees are ready to cut, and there aren’t many things a man with one arm can do.”
“He can fish!” Michael exclaimed, slapping George on the back. “Why worry as
long as there are fish to catch? Fish don’t care about trees.”
Paul drew his eyebrows together. Over his face crept a darkness the other men
did not notice.
George sighed and said, “I don’t know. Maybe.” They both turned then to Paul,
who had all this time been staring silently at the water of the lake below. They looked
expectant, as if waiting for Paul to make a profound remark concerning the nature of all
things. He removed his hat with his left hand and wiped his forehead across his forearm,
his wavy brown hair glistening slightly in the sun glinting off his perspiration. He said
simply, “We won’t catch anything standing here,” and turned back up the trail.
The road branched in two directions. To the left it led out across the face of the
mountain. To the right it headed through a notch in the mountain and around a small
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bluff, behind which sat the Lake of the Shining Trout. The road to the right did not lead
directly to the small lake but intersected a worn footpath that brought the men to the point
where Cold Brook left Shining Trout and began its journey down the edge of the
mountain into the big lake below, and that is where the men went.
When they arrived at the small lake behind the bluff, they stopped to examine the
water. To their right flowed Cold Brook and to the left, several hundred feet down a
pebbled beach, a stream with no name fell into the lake. Just beyond the mouth of the
stream, the shore of the lake turned to the right. A short way along this shore a rock face
rose straight out of the water to a height of two feet. On top of the rock ledge grew tall
hemlocks whose overhanging boughs dropped nearly to the surface of the
water. Underneath them small waves in circles emerged periodically and grew in size
until they disappeared. Paul saw them and said, “I will fish under the hemlocks near the
stream.” He walked down the beach without waiting for a response from his
companions. Behind him he heard Michael say, “Have to go look for bait. Couple good
places other side of the brook.”
George said, “I’ll go with you and walk farther down the shore to a spot where I
can fish.” Together they hopped from rock to rock across the brook to avoid walking
through the still winter-cold water.
Happy to be free of them, Paul approached the stream with no name. He stood
staring for a time at the waves under the boughs, trying to determine what the fish were
eating. The water of the lake was very clear but dark under the boughs, and Paul could
not see for sure what insects there were on the surface. He had fished here before at this
time of year, though, and knew well the ways of the fish and of the insects. He jointed
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his rod, then removed his hat to look at his flies. He chose a small deer hair caddis
imitation with white wings that he knew from experience would catch fish. He tied it to
his line and began casting with great care, so as not to get his line caught in the
hemlocks. The first fish he caught struck hard but was only sixteen inches long, large
enough for keeping though not according to Paul’s own standards, so he threw it back.
I’ll catch you again next year, trout, he thought, when you are bigger and can put
up more of a fight. Eat well. Two hours later Paul had three trout in his creel, all over
twenty inches long. The fish had stopped rising then, so Paul walked back toward the
brook to see if he could find more fish or possibly George and Michael. The sun was
nearing the Adirondack Mountains, and soon the men would have to start back down the
logging road. Paul first came across Michael, asleep on his back with his hat pulled over
his face. Next to him lay a broken rod, but Paul saw only one small bass tied to the string
Michael had brought with him. Michael’s other rod was leaning in the notch of a Yshaped stick standing in the mud at the edge of the water. Its line reached limply out to
the lake and somewhere Michael’s bait waited to be taken.
Paul nudged Michael with his foot. He awoke and sat up, putting his hat in his
lap. “I see the fish that broke your rod got away,” said Paul.
“Funny story,” said Michael, rubbing his eyes. “Wasn’t a fish broke my rod.”
Paul looked at him but said nothing.
Michael rose and dusted off his pants. He put on his hat and said, “Went to look
for bait, you know. Found a rock where I knew there’d be worms. It was slightly uphill
from where I was. Laid down my rods so they wouldn’t catch in the underbrush and
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walked up to the rock. Picked it up and threw it behind me – forgot about my rods. The
rock landed on the rod and broke it.”
“You’re lucky it didn’t break both,” Paul said without laughing.
“Yeah. Also found all the worms I needed and one slug. On my line now,” he
said, pointing out to where his line disappeared into the water.
As both men turned to look at the rod against the stick Paul added, “Good thing
you brought both rods, or else you wouldn’t have caught your bass.”
“Yeah,” Michael chuckled. “One kind of luck’s with me today.” He picked up
his rod and reeled in the line. The slug was gone from the hook. “Must’ve stolen my
slug while I was asleep. Shouldn’t do that but boredom makes me drowsy.”
Perhaps, thought Paul, you wouldn’t be so bored if you stayed awake and caught
more fish. He asked Michael, “Where’s George? We should get going.”
“Walked farther down the bank.” Michael nodded in the direction George had
gone and picked up his string and fish.
When the two reached George they could see by the bend in his rod that he had a
fish on. They stood silently and watched him; this was the first time either had seen a
one-armed man catch a fish. The butt of George’s rod rested against his stomach. The
crook of his right elbow was clamped tightly around the rod between the reel and first
eye. With his left hand George reeled furiously as he arched his back and pulled on the
rod with his half-arm. When the fish came close enough George used his left hand to
transfer the rod to his right armpit, and with his hand he grabbed his net and netted the
fish. It was a fine display of fishing. With the fish flopping on the ground George
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removed the hook as Paul and Michael approached him. He looked up when Michael
said, “Maybe I cut off my arm I fish as good as you.”
George smiled and replied, “Maybe if you’d stay awake you’d fish better, and
you’d save yourself the pain. Plus it’s usually a chore taking out the hook with only one
arm. Fortunately this one didn’t swallow it.”
“It is a fine thing you have done to catch fish with only one arm,” said Paul. “I
do not think I could do it.”
“You could. It’s not so hard. Besides, your luck has helped me.”
“No,” said Paul. “In fishing you make your own luck.”
Michael said, “Nice trout you caught, George. What else you got?”
George opened the lid of his creel and displayed another trout and two large
perch. “The day has been good to me,” he said. Putting his most recent catch in with the
others he asked, “How about you, Paul?”
“The day has also been good to me,” he said without opening his creel. Neither
George nor Michael asked to see his fish. “The light is getting thin,” he continued. “We
should head back down.”
George replaced his net, Michael slung his bass over his shoulder, Paul separated
his rod into its two pieces, and the three fishermen began their descent without speaking.
When they neared North Pond, Michael said, “It was nice I only had one fish to
carry since I don’t have a comfortable creel, but my wife’ll wish I’d caught more,
especially since bass aren’t so good to eat.” As he said this he looked at the ground and
at Paul out of the corner of his eye.
“You shouldn’t have fallen asleep,” said George.
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“I know. It’s a problem.”
There was silence again, but this time it was heavy with expectation as it had not
been on the trip down the mountain. Each man understood the gravity of the situation,
but to give utterance to it would have been sacrilege. George glanced at Paul, who did
not acknowledge him but knew what George was asking him to do. He did not mind. To
prevent the silence from suffocating them, Paul reached into his creel and said, “Here,
take this.”
“Don’t want it?” Michael asked, looking up.
“I have two others that will be plenty for me.”
Michael took the trout and tied it quickly to his string with the bass. He thought
for a moment and said, “Won’t mind if I tell my – ”
“I won’t mind,” Paul interrupted.
The men could breathe once again and new life grew into Michael’s face.
“Thanks,” he said smiling, and hurried off toward his home.
When he had gone George spoke softly. “I would’ve given him one of mine, but
– .” He looked at the ground when he could not finish and used his rod to scratch the
stump of his arm.
“But you have children. I do not. I understand.”
“Thank you,” George said. “It was a good day.”
Paul nodded and the two men left each other to go off into the night. The sun,
low now on the western horizon, shone on the face of the mountain and revealed the
number of trees left standing there.
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Six

The nearly imperceptible April draft drifting through her window fought against
the focused heat of the morning sun that made Mary squint as she drew back her covers,
swung her feet to the floor and sat on the edge of her bed that faced the mountain.
During the night, a few strands of her light brown hair had escaped their tie and now
hung over the corner of one eye; with her hand she pushed them behind her ear, and her
now-clear gaze, adjusted to the light of the day, fell, like always, upon the surface of the
lake. No more ice floated on the water; not even the previous night’s cold had been
enough to expel the warmth the water had absorbed during the day, and Mary knew the
digging she had begun the previous day would get easier. A few slabs of ice still
remained in the darkest places of the shore below her hill, partially hidden in rocky
crevices or beneath undercut banks, guarded by the roots of giant oak trees, where they
had been pushed months ago as the sheet of ice over the lake expanded ever-outward in
the unrelenting cold of January and February, but they, too, would soon be gone, eaten up
by the sun that lingered above the horizon a little longer each day, or by wind-blown
waves of slowly warming water lapping at their edges.
Mary sat for a few moments, appreciating the wonder of a once-again newly
iceless lake, the harbinger of a new spring, the accompaniment of a new planting season,
and the reminder that hope has its reward, though on this particular day her usual
optimism bore the taint of the news that Zach had delivered. As she rubbed the tops of
her legs, she hoped this might be the season she would finally discover how Paul felt
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about her, but immediately felt guilty for such a selfish hope and quickly forced her
thoughts to more practical matters.
She rose and replaced her light blue nightgown with a worn green sweater and
dirty, faded blue denim overalls before leaving her bedroom to enter the cabin’s main
room, a large, open space that served as both living area and kitchen, with a large, open
stone fireplace and chimney near the middle of the north wall. She poked the fire to
revive the coals that had burned overnight and picked up two new logs; she bent down
and threw one on the embers and reached with the second to do the same but stopped
before letting go. She stood, log still in hand, and turned to look out the door that faced
eastward onto the porch, then walked there and opened it. For the first time in months it
was not a winter smell that greeted her. Instead, the smell of damp earth and sunshine
floated on a breeze that blew not from the north but the southeast, and rather than
penetrate her clothes with an icy sterility, it caressed her cheeks with a fertile warmth.
She drew a deep breath in through her nose and held it for just a moment, her eyes closed,
a hint of a grin on her lips. Then, slowly, she exhaled and – leaving the door open –
returned to the fire and dropped the log to the side of the hearth on the pile of others
waiting to be burned. She retraced her steps to the porch and this time pulled her sturdy
leather boots onto her feet, still wearing the thick socks in which she had slept, and
without lacing them she trudged north across her clearing to relieve herself in the
outhouse set just inside the forest that ringed her property, recalling many mornings when
she had waited to leave the cabin until her bladder was nearly bursting, in order to delay a
walk through the cold and dark, and even a few when she had peed into a glass jar rather
than endure temperatures that would have likely frostbitten her fingers. This day she
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almost gladly inhaled the fetid stench of her own excrement that for so long had been
frozen, glad to exchange one discomfort for another if only for a change, though she
knew that soon, in the heat of the summer, she would pine for the days when she could
perform her bodily functions without being relentlessly attacked by mosquitos. For now
she enjoyed the relative warmth and peace, but emptied an extra coating of quicklime
into the pit to combat the smell.
Back at the house, she opened the wooden bulkhead door and descended into the
semi-darkness of her root cellar to gather her breakfast of applesauce that she had jarred
last October, and to retrieve the shovel and spade that still carried a little of the dirt from
the previous day’s digging, which she leaned against a pillar of her porch on her way
back inside. Once in her kitchen, boots off, she also boiled some oats and cut a slice of
nearly-stale bread; having run out of raspberry preserve, she ate it plain and drank cold
water she ladled out of the pail that Paul, during his most recent visit, had filled for her at
the well on the southern boundary of her clearing. Save for the gardening tools, it was a
routine she had completed every winter morning almost without variation.
Her breakfast complete, she laced up her boots and went outside to begin readying
her garden for another season, but not before she took a moment to gaze upon the lake
and wonder what Paul was doing.
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Seven

After leaving George, Paul walked with his two trout to the store that was half a
mile from North Pond. He placed his rod and his creel on a picnic table just outside the
door and went inside to buy a jug of whiskey.
From behind the counter Mark Tanner, the owner, said, “Paul, good fishing
today?”
“Yes,” said Paul.
“You’ve come for whiskey.”
Paul nodded and withdrew a sum of coins from his stiff brown work pants. He
placed the coins on the counter as Mark returned from his storeroom with an unmarked
bottle filled with golden whiskey. Mark handed the bottle to Paul and asked, “Where did
you fish?”
“Shining Trout.”
“Michael stopped in a few minutes ago,” said Mark. “He told me he had the good
fortune of fishing with you today and showed me the fine trout.” With a slight grin on
his face he gave Paul a look of complicit understanding, which Paul deliberately
ignored. He frowned at the thought of what was coming. Changing the subject he said,
“Thanks for the whiskey. How did this batch turn out?”
“Fine. I’m sure you’ll be pleased.” Mark paused so Paul thought he was free to
go. He tipped his hat to Mark and told him, “Thank you. I must go to Mary. She will be
expecting me.”
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Mark watched Paul walk around the counter toward the door. As he reached for
the handle Mark said, “Paul, how would you like to fish with me some day?”
Paul stopped abruptly and looked at the floor as he thought of this question, the
door half open. He let the door close slowly and then looked at Mark. “I am sorry. I
prefer to fish alone. Thank you for the whiskey,” he said, raising the bottle. Once again
he started out the door.
“I know,” Mark said quickly. “It’s just that since you fished with Michael I
thought you might have changed your habit. I just finished making a new fly rod.”
Paul looked at him but this time did not close the door. He said, “I’m sorry. I fish
alone.” He left feeling Mark’s resentment. He did not feel right saying this to Mark, but
could not bring himself to say yes, even after fishing with George Abrams and Michael
Fitzpatrick. He did not wish to create ill feeling between himself and anyone, but more
than that he did not like to have others fish with him.
Outside he fastened his creel again to his hip and, carrying his rod and jug of
whiskey, walked to Mary’s cabin, one mile up a carriage road with tall grass growing
between narrow tracks. The road went no farther than her house, atop of the
northernmost hill on the west shore of the lake.
When Paul arrived, Mary was sitting in her rocking chair on the porch. The chair
was older than she, and the seat that had been woven out of strips of beech bark was
falling apart. It creaked steadily as Mary rocked.
“What have you brought me today, Paul?” she asked as Paul neared the steps of
the porch. He rested one foot on the first step but did not climb them.
“Two trout and a bottle of Mark Tanner’s whiskey.”
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“When will you ever bring me wine?”
“When it becomes as cheap as whiskey.”
“A lady should drink wine,” said Mary. “Whiskey is too harsh.”
“You’re right, but the only wine I can afford is worse than this whiskey.” As he
said this Paul removed his hat and hung it on a nail that had been driven into the railing
atop Mary’s stairs. Still with one leg on the first step, he reached down and retrieved the
tin pail that stayed at the corner of the stairs and porch-front when it was not in use. He
emptied the bit of rainwater that had collected in it before setting it on the first step and
leaned his rod where the pail had been. He placed the jug of whiskey on the porch floor
and, removing his creel, sat on the third step, turning his back to Mary. He placed his
creel beside him and reached inside his pants to find his knife. Mary stood and picked up
the whiskey.
“I’ll get some glasses,” she said, walking into her house.
With his knife Paul gutted the two trout and put the entrails and fins and heads
into the tin pail. Mary returned with two glasses of whiskey and placed one on the top
step and carried the other back to her chair.
Rocking again she said, “I wasn’t sure how much water to use with this bottle. I
never can know for sure.”
“It’ll be fine.” Paul cleaned the blade of his knife on his faded flannel shirt and
placed it back in his pocket. He then brought the two fish inside and put them in the large
frying pan that sat atop Mary’s wood-fired iron stove. In the pan he put also a lump of
butter Mary had brought up from the cool of her root cellar. It sizzled and popped next to
the fish and covered them.
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Outside Paul picked up the glass Mary had left for him and sat sideways on the
top step with his back against a pillar of the porch roof and one leg down a step. He
faced Mary. He took a drink of whiskey and said, “Thanks for starting the stove.”
“How’s the whiskey?” Mary asked.
“Good. There’s not too much water.”
They each took a sip and gazed out over the lake. Across the lake stood the
mountain. Descending behind them, the setting sun drove its beams squarely on the
mountain’s western flank, painting it orange and making it seem even bigger than usual.
“I had a visitor yesterday,” said Mary.
Paul turned back to her and took a drink of whiskey.
“Zach McCain,” she said.
Paul looked down at his glass, worried now. He shook his head slightly. Mary
kept rocking. She looked at the mountain. For a brief moment grief struck Paul. Then
it was gone. He was silent.
Mary asked, “Don’t you want to know why he came?”
“I already know,” said Paul.
“You do?”
Before he spoke Paul turned to put both feet down a step and looked at the
mountain. Mary looked at his back.
“He came about your taxes.”
Mary stopped rocking and set her glass on the porch floor. “I don’t have enough
money,” she said.
“How long have you been given?”
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“November fifteenth.”
Paul said nothing more. Mary waited. When the tension overcame her she stood
and said, “I’ll go flip the fish.” She walked into the house and left Paul thinking there on
the steps.
When Mary returned many minutes later she carried each fish on a plate. She set
one on the top step next to Paul and left him a fork. She took hers back to the rocking
chair. They did not speak while they ate. There on the porch, they watched the shadow
of the little hill climb higher up the face of the mountain as the sun sank behind
them. Between the hill and the mountain the waves on the lake calmed while Paul
thought heavily about Mary and Zach McCain and the unpaid taxes. He did not know
what could be done, and the next morning the mountain would cast a shadow over him.
After eating, Mary tired of silence. She said, “Zach was not alone.” When Paul
said nothing she added, “He was with a surveyor from Montpelier.”
Paul waited a few moments before responding. He said, “They’re trying to settle
the boundary dispute with Calais.”
“My house is close to the line.”
Paul nodded.
“What if my house is in Calais? What will they do with the taxes?”
“I don’t know,” Paul said, shrugging his shoulders. He looked into his glass of
whiskey, as if hoping to find answers there.
“Can they make me pay? Will they give me longer?”
“I’m not sure,” said Paul. “I know they’re having difficulty raising funds for the
new bridge on Canal Street.”
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Silence returned for a few minutes as they considered the matter. Eventually she
asked, “Will you stay here tonight?”
After hesitating, Paul said, “No. I need to do a couple hours’ work tomorrow
before church, and after there is fishing.”
“Will you ever stay with me, Paul?” Mary said flatly. She hardly moved as she
spoke, and her face betrayed no sign of emotion.
Paul, having never known Mary to be so direct, did not know how to answer, so
he said nothing. He stared longingly out across the lake at the mountain. Mary let him
think awhile. In the cooling night she went into her house and returned with a white
shawl wrapped around her shoulders over her brown sweater. Her feet, covered with
thick knitted stockings below the hem of her dress, made no sound as she returned to her
rocking chair.
Abruptly she asked, “What was the last thing my father said to you?”
This unexpected question formed in Paul’s mind an image he had tried to
forget. His back still to Mary, his elbows on his knees with the glass of whiskey between
his feet on the steps, he thought of Mary’s father pinned beneath the giant oak tree whose
trunk had kicked out unexpectedly. He and Paul had been working alone near the top of
the mountain. Paul tried to move the tree instead of running for help, knowing it would
take too long to find enough men and bring them back. Bent over and straining against
its weight, he watched Mary’s father slowly reach his free hand up to Paul’s neck. He
pulled Paul down close to him. Barely able to breathe, he whispered, “Take care of
Mary.” His hand fell limply to the ground, and Paul watched him stare off blankly into
the sky. Paul had tried frantically to saw through the trunk to free him, but he had died
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before Paul could finish. Breathing hard, sweat pouring down his face, Paul had watched
him suffocate while he stood there helplessly, a saw dangling from his hands, and his life
changed forever. Not only did he lose the only father figure he had ever known, but, at
twenty and hardly a man, he found himself charged with taking care of Mary, who, at
sixteen, was in many ways more mature than he. In the seven years that had passed,
Mary had grown into a beautiful woman, while Paul had aged more than he cared to
admit, and with each passing year their relationship had grown more and more
uncertain. And now this. Now Paul faced for the first time the conversation he had
hoped to avoid, even though he wanted to find the answers as much as Mary.
He turned his head slightly, but not so far as to see Mary. He said, “That’s a
difficult thing you’ve asked.” He spoke with reluctance, his voice strained by fear and
uncertainty, hesitant to reveal the truth.
Mary got up from her chair and sat down on the steps. “He loved you,” she said,
looking at Paul. Paul stared off in the distance, across the water of the lake. He picked
up his glass but did not drink. “You were the son he never had,” Mary continued. “He
always told me what a great fisherman you were.”
“No one will ever be as good as he was,” said Paul, then took a drink of whiskey
to bury the lump in his throat. “Everything I know I learned from him.”
“I know how hard it must have been for you, Paul.”
Paul looked away at nothing now. “I’m not sure that you do,” he said.
“Tell me, then.”
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He swallowed hard and looked down at the porch steps. He said, “I watched him
die.” He paused, not knowing how to explain, then added, “I felt helpless, like I had been
abandoned by God.”
“That’s how I felt when you told me. I stopped going to church after that.”
Paul looked back up and stared off emptily into the distance.
“But you still go,” said Mary. “Why?”
Paul thought a long while. At last he said, “I don’t want to believe that God
would take away a man like that for no reason. He must have been punishing me for
something.”
“For what?”
“I do not know.” He paused before adding, “But if God can take away without
explanation, he can also give in the same way. We can only try to do what is right – the
rest is out of our hands.”
“How can we know what is right?”
“I don’t know. That’s part of why I go to church.”
Mary waited a few moments before asking, “What has God given you?”
Still without looking at her Paul answered, “Fish.” He paused and then added,
“You.” It was the closest he could come to saying what he really wanted to say.
Mary blushed. She turned her face away from Paul to wipe a tear from her cheek
before he could see. She drew in a deep breath and asked, “Don’t you want anything
more?”
Paul looked directly at her then and said, “What else is there?”
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When she heard this Mary began to weep silently. Paul saw her tears and felt her
body shaking lightly as she cried. “He told me to take care of you,” he said, then looked
away.
Mary waited to stop crying. Then she asked, “Is that why you’ve never wanted to
marry me?”
Paul thought of this, a more difficult question than the first, confused again by
Mary’s unexpected directness, by her broaching for the first time the subject that had
long been on both their minds. He wanted more than he knew to marry her, but did not
know how to respond to Mary’s question, still torn as he was between his obligation to
the parentless girl – whose mother had died giving birth to her and whose father had
given him that obligation – and his feelings for the woman who now sat beside him. He
let his silence speak for him.
After a few moments Mary said, “God took my father away from us. He gave
you fish. What have I been given?”
Paul wanted to give himself to her but was unsure if that was what Mary’s father
had intended, unsure if that was what God had intended.
Mary said, “I’m not a girl anymore, Paul. I’m not so much younger than you.”
Paul said at last, “That’s not it.”
“What is it then?”
This was a question Paul had examined day after day for many years. It was one
he could not answer. When he said nothing, Mary said, “I love you, Paul.” Her voice
faltered. She drew in a deep breath to gather herself. “You know I have always loved
you.”
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He continued to stare off into the distance.
Mary reached out her hand to touch his arm and said, “Why won’t you let me love
you?” She fought to control her tears.
Paul took a drink of whiskey. He knew how much his silence hurt Mary, but he
could not bring himself to say how much he loved her, and worse yet did not know why
such a thing was so difficult for him.
Mary stood and returned to her rocking chair, wiping away her tears.
After a few moments Paul rose and scraped the bones of the fish he had eaten into
the tin pail on the steps, then brought his glass and plate and fork into the kitchen. Mary
started once again to rock. When he returned to the porch, Paul removed his hat from the
nail and put it on, descended the steps and retrieved his rod. He looked for a moment at
the mountain and then turned to Mary and said, “I should be going.”
She nodded, still rocking, the residue of her tears still sticky on her cheeks, while
he turned and began his walk home. She stared at the mountain, dark now, hoping Paul
would have enough light to make it home safely.
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Eight

Just north of North Pond, the mountain meets another, smaller mountain. In the
hollow between them, called Devil’s Den, lay the shanty town inhabited by the
employees of the logging outfit owned by Noah Archer. It was a collection of cabins and
shacks built by men who needed and wanted only minimal protection from the
elements. The buildings were assembled with scraps of lumber from the mill; most were
of shoddy construction. In winter, snow crept in under walls and through doorways. In
spring, melting snow leaked through roofs. Autumn brought wind that blew through
chinks in the walls. Even during summer the men were not allowed to live in
comfort. They were driven out of the camp by swarms of mosquitos that bred in North
Pond and invaded the village with insatiable ferocity. At that time of year, though, it
mattered little that a man could not sleep in his home; all he needed was a fishing rod and
a place on the forest floor to build a fire and to sleep.
To get to Devil’s Den and his cabin from Mary’s, Paul descended the hill to the
lake. There he walked north along the carriage road that followed the shore. Night had
come on. A sliver of moon had risen above the hills that surrounded the southern tip of
the lake. Paul walked with it shining on his back until he came to the largest building on
the lake. Over two years earlier Noah Archer had begun constructing his new hotel. Paul
stopped to marvel at it. The building stood four stories tall and sat under a dormered roof
such as Paul had never seen. To Paul it appeared longer than all of the loggers’ village
shacks would have been stacked end to end. On the lake side a large screened porch ran
the length of the hotel only yards from the water. The white clapboard siding reflected
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the pale light of the moon, and Paul wondered how many trees had been cut to make such
a building. He wondered also what purpose Noah Archer intended the hotel to
serve. Mission was a small town of local people who did not need and could not afford
the services of a hotel, especially one as grand as this.
A voice floated out to him from the shadow of the hotel. “You always have your
rod with you.”
Paul, startled, did not reply, but he could see now in the dark the faint glow of
Noah Archer’s pipe.
He approached Paul from out of the shadows. “That must be why you’re so
good.” He said nothing more for what seemed to Paul a long time. He simply stood
smoking his pipe, staring at the lake.
Paul looked at the ground and then at the lake before he could no longer live in
the silence. Glancing back at the great building he said, “I see your hotel is nearly
finished.”
“Yes.” Noah drew on his pipe. He had one hand on the pipe and the other in his
pants pocket. Removing the pipe from his mouth he said, “The first guests will arrive in
two weeks.”
Paul wondered who they would be and from where they would come, but dared
not question this of Noah. He, a patient man, would find out in time.
Noah pointed the stem of his pipe at Paul and said, “I could use a man like
you.” He said nothing further, leaving Paul to wonder in what capacity. He knew
nothing of hotels or of guests. The only thing Paul truly knew was fishing. And, of
course, he already had his job at the mill.
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As if in response to the wandering of Paul’s thoughts, Noah Archer turned to face
the mountain with Paul and spoke philosophically. “We’ve thinned the mountain,” he
said, as much to the moon as to Paul. He drew on his pipe and exhaled slowly. “There is
little more profit to be made on that mountain. A man must look elsewhere.” He drew
on his pipe. “The guests will come, Paul. They will have money and many of them will
want to fish. We’ll talk, Paul, you and I. In time we will talk.”
Noah looked from the mountain to Paul, then walked quietly away without so
much as a gesture. Paul watched until even the glow of the pipe faded into the
darkness. The mountain loomed over the lake. In his confusion Paul tried to stop
thinking, stop guessing at the things to which Noah alluded but did not explain. He
would, he supposed, find out in time, and there were more pressing concerns weighing on
him, concerns he contemplated as he resumed his walk home.
His was the northernmost cabin in the Devil’s Den village, tucked away in a
grove of hemlock trees out of sight of the others. The night sounds of the camp followed
him as he walked through it. Here and there groups of men huddled around fires, passing
bottles of whiskey and moonshine. Laughter drifted through the air. From out of a cabin
Paul heard the music of a harmonica. Smoke rose out of small rusted chimneys that
stood above tar paper roofs and a drunken woman in a ragged brown dress stumbled past
Paul, clutching her shawl tightly about her neck to ward off the cold of the night.
Paul slipped into his grove, leaving the sounds behind. Inside his cabin it was
dark, but Paul did not need to see to start a fire. Soon a blaze filled his one room with
light and warmth. Of all the shacks in the village Paul’s was the warmest since his was
not a dirt floor. He alone had taken the time to hew floorboards, and the walls of his
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home he had sealed with caked mud. And, in an act astonishing to the other residents of
the camp, Paul had erected a stone fireplace and chimney, establishing his place as one of
permanence.
Paul hung his hat, rod, and creel at their places on the wall. He went outside to
urinate, then crawled beneath his wool blanket on the mattress by the fire. That night
Paul dreamed of Mary in her rocking chair atop the hill, overlooking the lake in which
swam all the fish.
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Nine

Mary, at a loss for what to do, watched Paul disappear into the dark and then sat
slowly rocking in her chair, long after the dropping temperature might otherwise have
coerced her back inside. Already numbed emotionally by Paul’s silence, she did not
mind her body losing some feeling as well. When she did finally leave the porch, it was
fatigue that pushed her, along with the thought of losing herself to dreams, where there
still existed the possibility of a different reaction from Paul and a different future than the
one she now felt fast approaching.
Without thinking and later without the memory of having done it, she stoked the
fire and placed a few logs there. Then she shuffled into her bedroom where she draped
her shawl at the foot of her bed and reached underneath it to slide out a small, brown
wooden box. She took it with her out of her bedroom and across the cabin to where a
crude table sat against the western wall and just enough light still floated through the
window that she could read. The box – six inches long, four wide and four high, with a
silver clasp and hinges, intricately carved with a floral pattern and the initials JAJ –
contained, aside from some dresses and blouses folded away in a trunk, all that Mary had
left of her mother. Out of it she retrieved a newspaper clipping yellow with age, faded
along the two fold-creases that formed a cross and so delicate as to feel like it might
crumble at any moment. Mary laid it on the table and directed her gaze to a small
column whose headline read “Mary Whitney Jenkins Born,” beneath which the column
went on to say, “At two thirty-three p.m., after nearly forty hours of labor, Mrs. Julia
Jenkins of Mission finally delivered her first child, Mary Whitney Jenkins. On hand to
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witness the birth were her father, Jonathon Jenkins; Dr. Arthur Johnson; Father Thomas,
minister of Mission Congregational Church; and Janet Dobson, midwife. Dr. Johnson
later measured the newborn to be six pounds eight ounces and fourteen inches. Both
father and child are in good health.”
The last line made Mary cry. In its brevity, in the vast chasm of its deliberate
omission of any mention of her mother, it seemed to contain all that could be said about
such a death, and Mary could not help but feel lost in that great emptiness. She put her
elbow on the table to rest her chin on her hand and turned her face toward the setting sun.
She made no effort to wipe away the tears that slipped down her cheeks as she
contemplated her past as people often do in times of great uncertainty. Her father had
first shown her the article when she was nearly twelve, and at first she did not know how
to feel and did not understand why she was measured “later”. Only years afterward, after
her father, too, had passed, and after she’d read the article enough to know it word for
word did she realize she was measured later because immediately after her birth Dr.
Johnson would have been attending to her mother, and it was only then that Mary
imagined what that must have been like. The thought of the pain her mother must have
endured caused her sorrow; the thought of what she herself had lacked growing up drew
tears; the thought of her mother dying at the very moment of what should have been her
greatest relief and joy brought on a grief beyond words. Never again would Mary be able
to read the article without crying, and she often visited it in times of distress, perhaps as a
reminder that no matter how difficult her plight it did not compare to what others had
endured, perhaps as a reason to cry and in so doing find release.
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When her crying subsided, she turned back to the clipping, to an article below her
birth announcement whose headline stated, “Julia Anne Jenkins, June 19, 1860 – March
1, 1880”. This one read, “Julia Anne Jenkins was pronounced dead at two forty-eight
p.m. yesterday, owing to complications of the birth of her daughter. Dr. Arthur Johnson
was present but could not revive her, later surmising that cardiac arrest was the ultimate
cause of death. Mrs. Jenkins is survived by her daughter and husband, Jonathon, and
sister Martha Johnson of Barre. Services will be held at the Mission Congregational
Church on Saturday at 2 p.m.”
Mary could never decide what upset her most, that more had not been said about
her mother, or that the entirety of their relationship could be captured in two short articles
that appeared one after the other in the same news clipping.
She drew in a deep breath as she folded the paper and bit her lip as she exhaled
and placed it back in the box, removing as she did so a small photograph of her mother
on her wedding day, the only surviving image of her. Mary held it up to what light
remained. She more closely resembled her father, but in her mother’s big, deep brown
eyes Mary recognized her own. She recognized, too, a satisfied contentment in the
pinched smile of her lips, as though she were, at the moment of its taking, trying to
contain a joy that if released might make her behavior seem inappropriate for such an
occasion, as thought she might have at any moment burst into an uncontrollable
giddiness, and Mary knew her parents had been happy together, however short the period
of their happiness may have ben.
She closed the box and returned it to its spot below her bed and crawled beneath
her covers. She placed her mother’s photograph on the extra pillow that she herself did
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not use so that it would be there to greet her in the morning after her father woke her with
the sun rising over the mountain.

59

Ten

Three days later it snowed in the night. All afternoon there had been rain which,
when the sun disappeared behind the Adirondack Mountains, turned into the wet, heavy
snow that came to Mission once every April. It was a time of worry for the men who
drove the skidders because the snow made the steep face of the mountain dangerously
slick. It did not, however, keep the men from their work. If a man did not work another
would take his place, and he would soon find himself unemployed.
Paul arrived at the mill early as usual. There he found already at work James
Mitchell, John Bartholomew and Matthew St. Pierre, a woodsman of French-Canadian
descent whom the other men always called by his last name. They were busy filling
gunnysacks with the sawdust piled in the corner of the mill. Paul helped them. When
they each had two full sacks they headed with them up the mountain.
The storm had left the sky overcast. The boughs of the pine trees hung low under
the weight of the wet snow. Already it had begun to melt, and the men heard it dripping
on the ground and on the green leaves that had sprouted from the buds and now hung wet
and limp. The clean freshness of spring lay stifled under the remnants of a cold, dark
winter. The lake, below them, sat quiet and foreboding and filled with fish.
On their way up the mountain the men threw handfuls of sawdust over the logging
road, the friction of which was meant to keep the skidders from sliding out of
control. Paul enjoyed the calm of such mornings, when the world lay still and quiet. The
men worked silently until John Bartholomew said, “Paul, how has your fishing been?”
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Immediately Paul became uncomfortable. James and St. Pierre continued about
their work but looked at John sternly out of the corners of their eyes, for his raising of
such a sensitive subject had ruined the sanctity of the morning.
“Fine,” said Paul. He threw sawdust on the ground.
“You’ve been catching trout?” John spoke as though only for the sake of
conversation.
“Yes.”
James changed the subject. “I don’t know how good the sawdust will be,” he
said. “It sinks into the snow and is covered as soon as it falls to the ground.”
“Oui,” said Pierre, “but the wood, she mus’ come down.”
John boasted then. “Sawdust or not, I’ll get the wood down. There is only one
thing I do better than drive a team.”
The men had arrived at the steepest section of the road. Each step up they placed
carefully and tested before moving, to be sure they would not slip. They threw the
sawdust. Clouds rolled over the mountain. After a few minutes James lost the battle
with his curiosity. “What is the one thing you do better?” he asked.
“Fish,” John replied. “I might even teach Paul some things if he would fish with
me.” He threw sawdust into the wind that blew over the mountain.
Pierre and James glanced at each other, waiting for Paul to respond. When he did
not Pierre said to John, “I knew man once, he brag like you. He dead fifteen year.”
“You talking about old man Robinson? He didn’t know a thing about skidders or
horses – or fishing.” Neither Pierre nor the others spoke, so John continued. “What do
you say, Paul?”
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Paul thought awhile, throwing flakes of trees on the ground so that more trees
could be brought to the mill where they would be sawed and leave flakes gathering in the
corners. He stopped and looked at the lake with his sacks resting at his sides. He saw
Mary’s house on the opposite hill. This time neither James nor Pierre spoke for him.
“A man doesn’t catch big fish by being bold,” said Paul. “He catches them by
paying attention to the water and to the weather, as he should now.”
John looked at Paul with narrowed eyes and lips drawn tight over his teeth. He
said, “You didn’t answer my question. Will you fish with me or not?”
The men had reached the highest pile of logs. Their bags were empty and they
did not need to go any farther. Lonely snowflakes drifted to the ground in places. Paul
exhaled a deep breath slowly. A cloud floated away from his face. He had grown tired
of people asking to fish with him. He said, “I’m sorry, John. I prefer to fish
alone.” Already guilt was settling in him.
Angrily John said, “Am I no better than George Abrams or Michael
Fitzpatrick?” He shook his bags a little at Paul, who stared out over the lake.
No one spoke until John said again, “Am I no better?” Never again would anyone
hear him speak. The responsibility for his death would fall heavily on Paul.
“You’re no better and no worse,” Paul replied. “But today I’m going to fish
alone.”
John’s shoulders sagged. He looked at the snow beneath his feet. The men stood
amid a silence finally relieved by James. He told the others, “Let’s go. We’re done here,
and there’s plenty more to do today.”
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The men, carefully, walked back down the mountain. Because of the insult he
had borne, John walked behind the others. Only hours later he lost his life piloting a
skidder down the mountain. He and the two horses he drove were carrying a load of logs
to the lake. As they neared the bottom of the mountain the skidder began gaining
speed. John urged the horses forward instead of turning them to the side to slow the
skidder. When its speed became too great the skidder hit a rock in the road at a curve. It
overturned and pitched John to the ground. His skull was crushed by the logs that
tumbled out of the skidder and down to the bottom of the mountain, where they splashed
into the lake.
Pierre and James carried his body to the undertaker while Paul brought the logs to
the mill. Below him the fish were not aware of the death of John Bartholomew. The
heaviness of guilt and sadness weighed down on Paul as the blood of John’s body washed
off the logs and fell into the depth of the lake.
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Eleven

Mary awoke to the greyness that filled the space between her cabin and the
mountain, as yet unaware of what was taking place there, and was not surprised to see the
wet covering of snow that blanketed her newly shaped garden, glad that none of her
plantings had yet sprouted. She rose from her bed, and before beginning her morning
routine she walked in her stockinged feet out onto the porch. There was a chill yet, and a
healthy wind on which there still lingered a trace of the bone-aching cold of winter
skirted across the lake and up Mary’s hill, yet she knew, without knowing how she knew,
that the day would grow warm before it ended and the melting snow would have an effect
on her garden no different than gently falling rain. Had any of Mary’s plantings already
sprouted, some might have died beneath the weight and cold of the snow, but as it were
the seeds would be nourished by the snowmelt seeping into the mounds where they lay
guarded by the rich warmth of the dark soil.
These rare spring mornings always made Mary happy that Paul did not drive the
skidders; she was glad she did not have to worry about his safety, though she did from
time to time wonder what would happen if he fell into the still-cold water of the lake with
no one there to help him if he needed it. Usually she was quick to push such thoughts out
of her mind, replacing them with considerations of the tasks she needed to complete;
today, prevented by the snow from working in her garden and faced with the uncertainty
concerning her home and taxes, she decided she ought to visit Mark Tanner to make her
annual arrangement for selling some of her produce. After breakfast she put on a plain,
light blue dress and faded grey sweater and began her walk down the hill and north along
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the lakeshore road to the general store. Her path passed Noah Archer’s new hotel, where
the snow had begun to melt except where it lay in the vast shadows of the building. She
did not loiter there to marvel at it as many often did, but quickly followed the shore of the
lake as it curved northeast toward the store.
Inside she found Mark, the owner, stocking his shelves of canned goods.
“Good morning, Mark,” she said as she neared him.
“Mary!” he replied, arranging a few cans of beans, “I thought I might see you
soon. How are you?”
“Fine. And you?”
“Very well, thanks. Although this weather could be better.” Finished with the
cans, he wiped his hands on the white apron he wore and turned toward Mary to ask, “I
hope this snow hasn’t done any damage in your garden?”
“No,” Mary answered. “Nothing has sprouted yet.”
Mark grinned. “Good. We’re looking forward to getting your vegetables selling
again. Folks are getting tired of the canned stuff.” He pointed with a thumb to his now
fully stocked shelves.
“I’m sure. I can’t wait to have some fresh squash. And blackberries. Those are
always a treat when they come in.”
“They sure are.” Mark bent to pick up an empty wooden box and turned to walk
toward his storeroom. Mary followed as he continued, “So you’re here to talk about
price, then?”
“Yes, and I thought I’d let you know I added half an acre. I wondered if there
was something in particular you’d like more of.”
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“Well, I don’t know. Excuse me a second.” He opened his storeroom door and
disappeared behind it, returning moments later without his apron or the box. “I’m not
sure I’ll be able to sell much more than last year,” he said.
Mary tried to hide her frown by looking quickly at her shoes.
Mark went on, “I can’t make promises, but we’ll see how things go. I might be
able to use more squash or pumpkin.”
“Well, those are late season. I can definitely plant more; I guess you’ll just have
to let me know come July.”
“Sure.” They were headed toward the front counter now, and as if he had barely
heard her or given any real thought to pumpkins he quickly added, “I think I can give you
half a cent more per pound on all of last year’s figures.”
There was a hitch in her step as Mary nearly stopped walking, then quickly
resumed her stride to keep up. It was more than she could have hoped for, and she could
barely contain her surprise. “What?” she blurted out. “Wait. Did you say half a cent on
everything?”
“That’s right,” said Mark, stepping behind the counter.
Mary, a little confused, brushed some hair behind her ear, narrowed her eyes and
pushed out her lips. She thought a moment before asking, “You don’t want to commit to
buying more of anything, but you’re willing to bump the price that much?”
Mark laughed. “Yeah, well, last fall we ended up with more than we could sell,
so I don’t want to ask you to grow more of something and then not be able to buy it from
you.”
“I see, but that doesn’t explain the price.”
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“Mary,” Mark said, laughing again, “you should be happy about that.”
“I am. I’m just curious, that’s all.”
“Well, if you really want to know, I’ve been talking to Noah Archer about his
hotel and he already has quite a few reservations. From New Yorkers, mostly, rich city
folks, I guess. And he tells me that most produce down there goes for three or four times
what it gets here. That’s why so many orchards have started to ship their apples out of
state. I thought with so many of them coming up for the summer I might be able to get
away with raising prices more than usual.”
Mary paused to reflect, both amazed that people from the city would pay so much
for food and grateful that Mark had so honestly shared with her such good-seeming
fortune. “Thank you, Mark,” she said. “That’s more than I would’ve asked for.”
“Well, you deserve it. You’ve been good to us. In fact, you might talk to Noah
about your extra half acre. That hotel of his has got a great big dining room. He might
take some produce from you.”
Mary, nearly speechless, managed to say, “I’ll do that. Thank you, Mark; I
appreciate that.”
“You’re very welcome.”
“I’ll see you again soon, I’m sure.”
“I’m sure,” Mark repeated. “Have a nice day.”
“Thanks. You, too.”
She slipped out the front door, trying to do the math in her head. Unable to
manage any concrete figures in her state, she concluded simply that a half cent increase
on every pound ought to mean a big increase in profits for her. She headed home buoyed
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by a sense of hope, though completely unaware of the misfortune that had befallen John
Bartholomew.
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Twelve

Had a stranger arrived in Mission on the day of the funeral he would not have
guessed that a man had died in the town only two days earlier. In the loggers’ camp in
the morning cooking fires were started as usual. The stranger would have smelled the
bacon and ham being cooked for breakfast. He would have heard the conversations
concerning the weather and tales of fish that had been caught the day before. He would
have heard gossip in Mark Tanner’s store and he would have seen men hard at work
inside the hotel, for on the day of John Bartholomew’s funeral the regular events of
Mission unfolded in their prescribed manner and order.
Indeed, the stranger might have even missed the funeral had he not been stationed
near the mill at mealtime. During the lunch hour the men left their posts inside the mill
and on the mountain to walk to the southwest corner of the lake. There they filed through
the gate of the cemetery that lay between two small rises in the land. They joined what
women were already there, including Mary and of course John’s wife. She looked pale in
her faded black dress, uncomfortable inside the frilled collar pulled tightly around her
neck. Aside from the tears that trickled down her cheeks she did not show
emotion. Paul, the last to enter the cemetery, closed the gate behind him.
In the town the memory of the April storm had melted with the snow. The sun
shone through a blue sky and there were no clouds. Paul stood behind the others and
listened to Father Thomas, who stood with his open Bible in the palms of his hands. The
town’s only minister, he knew each of its eight-hundred residents by name. In the thirty
years he had served Mission, he had witnessed the birth of nearly every child, had prayed
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with every old or sick resident expected to die, and had presided over every
wedding. And yet, because of his elevated relationship to God, and what the people
perceived to be his moral superiority, the town treated him as somewhat of an
outsider. He was welcomed into their homes and treated with kindness, but was never
one of them. It was much the same with Paul. His superiority as a fisherman, his
extreme sensitivity to the rhythms of nature and especially of fish, set him apart in a way
that put him at the edge of society – a member of it without being truly a part of it, at
once accepted by others but pushed away from them by his own understanding of the
ways in which he was different. And now, just as the people wished to use Paul for his
fishing, they counted on the minister to provide his most solemn and important service: to
comfort the survivors in a land of loss, to bring hope in the face of hopelessness, to
summon joy in the face of grief. It was a duty he assumed with great responsibility.
“‘Beloved,’” he read aloud, “‘now are we the sons of God, and it doth not yet
appear what we shall be: but we know that, when he shall appear, we shall be like him;
for we shall see him as he is.
“‘And every man that hath this hope in him purifieth himself, even as he is pure.
“‘And ye know that he was manifested to take away our sins; and in him is no
sin. Whosoever abideth in him sinneth not.
“‘He that doeth righteousness is righteous, even as he is righteous.’”
The minister looked up from the Bible and said, “John Bartholomew, in his life,
was a son of God. Now he sees what we on earth cannot see: that he is like the Lord.
“John Bartholomew, in his life, had hope in God and abided in Him.
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“He, John Bartholomew, in his life, was as righteous as any weak mortal could be,
and those of us who love him can know now that his reward is a seat in the Kingdom of
the Lord.”
Paul looked across the lake at the mountain, bright now in the midday sun. The
water lay smooth and fish swam there. Paul thought of catching them and of John who
would not. He turned back to the minister, who squinted against the brightness of his
open Bible. He read, “‘The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.
“‘He maketh me to lie down in green pastures:
“‘he leadeth me beside the still waters.
“‘He restoreth my soul:
“‘he leadeth me in the paths of
“‘righteousness for his name’s sake.
“‘Yea, though I walk through the valley
“‘of the shadow of death,
“‘I will fear no evil: for thou art with me;
“‘thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.’”
Paul knew the comfort of the rod. It was his only comfort. The minister spoke to
the people from his Bible: “‘My little children, let us not love in word, neither in tongue;
but in deed and in truth.
“‘And hereby we know that we are of the truth, and shall assure our hearts before
him.
“‘For if our heart condemn us, God is greater than our heart, and knoweth all
things.
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“‘Beloved, if our heart condemn us not, then have we confidence toward
God. And whatsoever we ask, we receive of him, because we keep his commandments,
and do those things that are pleasing in his sight.
“‘And this is his commandment, That we should believe on the name of his Son
Jesus Christ, and love one another, as he gave us commandment.
“‘And he that keepeth his commandments dwelleth in him, and he in him. And
hereby we know that he abideth in us, by the Spirit which he hath given us.’”
By now the restlessness of the men had become evident in the shifting of their
weight and their sidelong glances at the lake, so the minister ended the service. “Go now
in peace,” he told the mourners, “and let us love one another as God has commanded of
us.”
Thus it was, thought Paul, that God passed judgment over him.
The people left the cemetery after they had fulfilled their obligation to John’s
wife, who did not move. When all the others had gone, John’s wife looked at
Paul. Unable to bear her gaze he glanced at John’s grave, then walked through the gate
and went back to work. He did not speak to the widow as the others had.
A stranger who arrived in Mission that afternoon would not have known a funeral
had just taken place. Among the men at the mill he would have heard talk only of where
to fish and of the arrival, finally, of spring. He would have felt no lack of
cheerfulness. On the mountain he would have seen trees falling to the earth. In Mark
Tanner’s store he could have smelled bread and watched the purchase of goods.
At the end of the workday there was fishing. Paul, fishing alone, caught five trout
in Dead Creek. When the shadow of the hill on the west shore of the lake began to creep
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up the face of the mountain, he brought the fish to the home of John Bartholomew’s
wife. He found her sitting in a chair outside her house, still dressed in her funeral
garments. Shade covered the lower half of her body. Paul approached within speaking
distance but no farther. If John’s wife saw him she did not show it. After a long moment
Paul said, “I brought you these trout.”
She looked at him then. “The sun feels good on your face,” she said. “Will you
sit? The sun’ll be gone soon.” She glanced down at the empty chair beside her.
“I don’t mean to occupy your time,” Paul answered. “I just wanted to bring you
these fish.”
She looked at the sky blankly. “John was a good fisherman,” she said. “He loved
to eat perch.” She paused.
Paul waited where he stood.
“Please sit, Paul. Will you deny a widow whose husband is only hours in the
ground?”
Paul, of course, could do no such thing. He walked slowly to the chair. Sitting he
said, “I’ll clean the fish for you and then go. I don’t want to be a burden.”
John’s wife drew in a deep breath and said nothing for a time, eyes closed, letting
her face soak up what light still remained. Paul began working on the fish. He could not
imagine how she felt.
“You were with him in the morning?” she said at last.
“Yes,” Paul answered, as he cut open the stomach of a fish. “We were spreading
sawdust.”
“It didn’t work, I guess.”
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Paul looked at her and said, “I’m sorry.”
“Was there nothing else you could’ve done?” Her tone was not accusatory.
Of course, thought Paul. I could have offered to fish with him. That might have
saved him, somehow. Then perhaps God would not have punished my unkindness by
killing him. But this was something Paul would never be able to discuss with anyone.
“We did all I know,” he told her. “I don’t drive the horses.”
“John liked it. He liked the horses.”
Paul did not know what to say. He cleaned the fish. The shadows climbed higher
up the side of the house.
“Thank you for the fish, Paul. John would have been grateful.”
Paul’s guilt sharpened. He knew, though, that John’s wife did not know how her
words touched him, just as he could not know how she felt.
“If there is anything I can do,” said Paul.
John’s wife looked far way. Her sadness crept over Paul so that it covered both of
them.
“There is something you can do,” she said.
Paul looked at her, waiting.
“You can take John’s canoe,” she went on.
“I couldn’t possibly,” said Paul. “It’s worth too much.”
“It’s no value to me. If you don’t take it, it’ll rot in the lake.”
“But you could sell it.”
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“I don’t want to sell it. John would want you to have it. He spoke of you
often. He told me you were the only one who could fish as well as him. He respected
you.”
Paul had finished cleaning the fish. Looking at them, John’s wife continued, “He
wanted to fish with you. He didn’t get the chance, but if you take the canoe his spirit
will.”
The weight of his guilt nearly crushed Paul. A knot formed in his throat so that he
could barely speak. He managed to say, “I wouldn’t feel right.”
“I am a widow, Paul. And a young one. You don’t have much choice.” She went
inside the house and returned with a paddle. Paul stood. She said, “The canoe is tied to
the maple down beside the big mossy rock. If you don’t take it you will sadden a poor
widow.” She handed him the paddle. She stooped to collect the fish. “Thank you for
these trout,” she said, then walked into the house, enveloped now in shadow.
In this way Paul profited by the death of John Bartholomew. He paddled the
canoe home to North Cove under the light of the moon. Along the way he looked upon
Mary’s house, which would be taken from her unless something could be done. In his
bed that night Paul found no sleep.
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Thirteen

After the funeral, Mary lingered at the edge of the cemetery with a group of
women, chatting idly as men streamed past on their way back to work, waiting to talk to
Paul. She watched him out of the corner of her eye, only half involved in the
conversation, and she felt embarrassed when he walked past John’s wife without saying
anything to her, wondering how he could be so callous. She watched as he gently closed
the gate and hurried north along the road, knowing he wanted to avoid speaking to
anyone. She excused herself from the women and ran to catch up to him, the hard
wooden heels of her leather boots leaving impressions in the road behind her, her dress
flapping in her lengthy strides. When she caught him she slowed to a walk but found it
difficult to keep pace with him.
“Hi,” she said breathlessly. It had been five days since they had last spoken, long
empty days filled with questions, but Mary knew better than to do any prodding now.
Paul kept his eyes straight ahead and said simply, “Hello.”
“Why the rush? Do you have something cooking at home?” Mary tried to joke.
Paul, of course, said nothing.
Mary touched his forearm as it swung back and forth and said, “Slow down a
little, would you?”
Paul lessened his pace but still did not look at Mary or speak, so intent was he on
getting back to work where he could lose himself in a concentration on a task, could
forget about a death he felt so sure he had partly caused. Had he agreed to fish with John,
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Paul thought, perhaps he would not have felt the resentment that clouded his judgment
when driving the skidder.
“How have you been?” Mary asked.
Paul, unsure of how to respond, said, “I’ve been better,” still walking, still looking
straight ahead.
Mary sensed his discomfort and wished she knew how to relieve it as much as she
wished she knew how to get him to open up to her. For months she had felt there was
something bottled up inside him, perhaps something he wanted to resolve, but recent
events had only added another layer to his stolidity.
“I’m sorry. I can imagine the past few days have been tough.”
Paul’s silence trailed behind them as they walked.
To change the subject Mary asked, “When will you come see me again?”
Paul looked at her at last and said, “Tomorrow.”
Though still frustrated with his dour silence, she felt relieved to know that she had
not pushed him away permanently with her nagging questions the last time they had
spoken. There was so much more she wanted to know, wanted to ask him, but knowing
she would get nothing from him now she said, “Bring some wine this time, will you?”
knowing, too, that her second attempt at humor would get no reaction. She slowed and
let Paul continue on alone as she said, “See you tomorrow, then.”
Paul waved without looking back, headed off to finish work and to later do the
fishing that would benefit John’s wife and earn Paul his canoe.
Mary stood where she was but did not watch Paul walk away; instead, she turned
toward the lake and crossed her left arm over her chest, resting her hand in the crook of
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her elbow as she used her right hand to push a loose strand of hair behind her ear,
afterward using that hand to rest her chin. She drew in a few deep breaths, and as she
exhaled slowly she wondered what had made Paul ignore John’s wife, unaware he was
planning to later make a more practical gesture than he could have by simply saying he
was sorry for her loss.
Just then the minister’s wife, a short, withered woman of indeterminate years,
with sharp, youthful blue eyes behind her spectacles, approached and put her arm across
Mary’s shoulders, giving her a quick squeeze as she asked, “How are you, my dear?”
Mary turned her head toward her slightly, her chin still in her cupped hand, and
gave her a tight-lipped, ineffectual smile. Dropping her hand she said, “I’m fine, Ella.
Thanks. I just feel so bad for John’s wife.”
The minister’s wife said, “I know. It is always so difficult to lose a loved one.
She’ll manage, though. We’ll all take care of her, just like we did you and your father.
You wouldn’t remember that of course, but it’s one thing you can count on in this town.”
Unsure of how to react to the reference to her mother’s death, Mary said simply,
“It is a wonderful place, isn’t it?”
“It is indeed. With wonderful people.”
The two women gazed aimlessly and silently at the water and the mountain
beyond before the elder asked, “How’s Paul?”
Mary glanced at her. She opened her mouth to speak but realized she didn’t know
what to say. When Ella saw her struggling she said, “I don’t mean to pry.” After a pause
she added, “But that’s what we old ladies do,” with a wink and a broad smile that pushed
together the wrinkled folds of her loose skin.
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Mary blushed and looked down, smiling genuinely this time as she pushed more
hair behind an ear and scuffed the ground with the toe of her boot.
Ella said, “He’s a tough one to understand. Doesn’t say much, does he?”
Mary took a deep breath to control tears – from sadness for John’s wife and
frustration for her own difficulties – that she felt brewing. “No,” she said. “He sure
doesn’t.”
“Don’t worry. He loves you. You two will end up together.”
Mary let out a single, uncontrollable burst of incredulous laugh-crying and looked
down again to hide her surprise. She looked up and stammered, “No, I – well, he –”
Ella interrupted, smiling. “Don’t play dumb with me, miss, and don’t be so
surprised. You don’t get to be my age without learning a thing or two about people. I
can see the way you look at each other. And don’t forget that my husband’s the minister;
we know more than most about what goes on in this town. Besides, what’s Paul going to
do, choose Sarah Phillips over you?”
This time they both laughed. Sarah Phillips, one of a very small number of
eligible women in Mission, worked on her father’s pig farm and smelled like it, and had
more than a couple teeth missing, among other undesirable qualities.
Mary quickly wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand. She felt better but
said, “Yeah, well, I’m not so sure about anything anymore.”
“Now now.” Ella clasped Mary’s hand with one of her own and patted it three
times with the other before letting go. “There’s no need to talk like that.” She paused to
let Mary wipe her cheeks again. “No, he loves you. He may not know it yet himself, but
he does. Just give him some time. You can’t press too hard on those silent types, but
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when they’re ready they’ll open up in their way, and they always surprise you when they
do.”
Mary forced a brief laugh. “Thanks, Ella,” she said.
The two women embraced before Ella told her, “I should be going. We’re
expecting John’s wife for supper. You just be patient.” It was enough to remind Mary
that, in spite of whatever she might be facing, she was far more fortunate than some, and
she was glad that Ella had made the effort to speak to her when her time might have been
better spent elsewhere.
“I will,” Mary replied.
“Bye now.”
“Bye, Ella.”
Mary watched the old woman walk slowly back toward her husband the minister,
then headed home to while away the hours until she would see Paul again, grateful for
having received such unexpected comfort beside the glistening lake.

80

Fourteen

The next day the sun climbed over the mountain as always and chased away the
clouds that skirted the peak. Before work, Paul walked to the home of the minister and
knocked on his door. Paul had arisen resolved to make a decision about Mary, but it was
not one he felt he could make alone. Thus Father Thomas found himself awoken by the
sound of Paul’s knocking. He answered it in a grey robe and his spectacles, his eyes still
half shut behind the lenses.
“Paul,” he said, “what are you doing here so early?”
“I need to talk to someone.”
The minister thought a moment. “Is it really that important?” he asked.
“Yes,” said Paul.
“Well, then, come in. We can talk here in the sitting room if it suits you.”
Paul simply nodded and removed his hat and found a place in a chair next to a
small table. The minister followed Paul into the room and sat across the table from
him. The sun shone through a single window and reflected off the unadorned white
walls, lined with a few other plain wooden chairs. Whole logs waited in the fireplace for
a cold night. The minister, after waiting unsuccessfully for Paul to begin, asked, “What’s
on your mind, Paul?”
He said, “It’s about Mary.” Normally Paul did not speak to anyone about matters
of his heart, but this was too important and he felt too uncertain to handle it alone, and of
course there was no one but the minister to whom he could divulge his feelings, and even
with him Paul was not entirely comfortable.
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“You may speak freely here.”
“She wants to marry me.” For Paul, it was a comment sufficient enough to
capture all there was in the world.
“I see,” said the minister, for lack of anything else to say. “And what, exactly, is
your concern?”
Paul hesitated, surprised the minister could not grasp the significance of his
revelation, so clear was it to him. He could say only, “I’m not sure.”
The minister scratched his morning-stubbled chin before asking, “Well, do you
wish to marry her?”
Paul thought for several moments. “Yes,” he said at last, looking down at the hat
in his hands.
“But I sense there is a problem.”
“Yes.”
“Can you tell me what it is?”
“I – ” Paul stopped himself and slid forward in his chair, turning his hat over in
his hands. The minister waited patiently, his elbow on the table and his face leaning
against his hand, one leg crossed over the other against a leg of the table. He did not take
his eyes off of Paul, who finally said, “I don’t know if I’m good enough for her.”
The minister took his hand from his face and laid it on the table, as though
reaching out to Paul. “That is a difficult thing you have just admitted. Not many people
could have done so.” After a pause he asked, “Why do you feel that way?”
Paul leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees, and fidgeted with his hat
between his legs. He said, “I watched her father die. I couldn’t save him.”
82

“That must have been very hard for you.”
Paul nodded.
“Why do you see a connection between his death and your not being good enough
for Mary?”
“How can I not?” he blurted out, sitting up straight. Surprised by himself, he
took a moment to settle quietly back into his chair. Father Thomas waited. Paul
continued calmly, “How can I spend my life with her with the knowledge that I failed to
save the only person she had left in her life?”
“I can understand how you feel,” said the minister, but Paul knew he could
not. The minister lifted his other hand and clasped it together with the one already on the
table and continued, “I can only tell you that God is complex, and though it may not be
clear to us why things happen the way they do, there is nevertheless a purpose behind His
plan.” The minister bent forward over the table and lowered his gaze to look into Paul’s
eyes, who had all this time been looking at the floor. “Perhaps, Paul,” the minister said
slowly, “her father was not the only person she had left.” Paul looked up at him
reflexively in surprise, as though it were a thought he had never considered
before. Father Thomas waited.
Finally Paul asked, “So what should I do?”
Father Thomas drew in a deep, thoughtful breath as he leaned back to his original
position and said, “What does your heart tell you is right?”
Paul considered the question for a long moment, then said, “The only time I feel
worth anything is when I’m fishing.” After a pause he added, “I’m just a poor
lumberjack. I don’t have anything, and Mary deserves more than that.”
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“Maybe you are not listening carefully enough. And perhaps, Paul, it is not up to
you, but Mary, to decide if you are good enough for her. Consider what she would have
left if you do not marry her.” The minister watched Paul fidget, waiting before he added,
“Consider how you would feel if she married someone else.”
Paul put his hat on a knee, and rubbed his hands over his face. He sat for a time
with his chin resting in his hands. Then he stood abruptly and said, “Thank you,
Father.”
Watching him go, the minister removed his spectacles and rubbed one hand
across his brow and sighed deeply.
Back on the water, Paul heard the old sounds of axes striking trees and of skidders
sliding down the mountain. In the coolness of the morning he guided his logs through a
mist that hung above the water. Things had fallen into their usual pattern. This
comforted Paul as he jumped from one log to another.
Inside the mill the day was unfolding as usual with one exception. Noah Archer
arrived mid-morning accompanied by a man never before seen in Mission. The men at
the mill who witnessed the stranger’s arrival were made uncomfortable by his shiny black
boots and by a haughtiness evident in the way he glanced at the men, who busied
themselves to avoid making eye contact with him and to impress Noah with their
efficiency.
Paul reached the mill in time to see Noah and the stranger walk west along the
shore. A narrow stretch of beach ran for nearly a quarter of one mile in that
direction. Once, Paul saw, the stranger squatted to scoop a handful of sand, which he
rubbed between his hands then let fall though his fingers. Halfway down the beach the
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two men turned around. They stood still, looking up at the mountain. Noah Archer
swept his right hand across the face of the mountain in a wide arc while he spoke to the
stranger, who nodded.
Paul did not guess at the stranger’s purpose. He knew that later he would hear
discussion of the man, just as surely as he would hear discussion of fishing and of the
weather. He would let the others do the speculating. He turned back to the lake to
work. Down the shore a team of horses had just pulled a skidder to the lake. Two men
began to dump their logs into the water. Paul walked there, trying to decide where it
would be good to fish that afternoon. The mist had cleared but the temperature remained
cool. It was too early yet to fish Cold Brook. Paul decided he would walk Sucker Brook
from where it left the lake to where it met Dead Creek. Surely he would find fish there.
After work Paul retrieved his fishing rod and creel from his cabin at the north end
of the lake, then walked west to the carriage road that would take him south to Sucker
Brook. Along the way he stopped at Mark Tanner’s store to buy a loaf of bread. Outside
some men from the mill were talking.
Paul heard one say, “So what do you think is going to happen?”
Another answered, “Isn’t it obvious? He’s going to sell it.”
“No. Why?”
A third said, “Why? Why not? There’s no more good timber to take off that
mountain. Why do you think he built that damn hotel? So he could stop lumbering,
that’s why, ‘cause he knows it won’t last.”
“What about us?”
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“What about us? You think he gives a damn about us? He doesn’t care about us
so long as he makes a profit.”
“Yeah,” the third added, “don’t you think he would’ve had us build the hotel if he
gave two cents what happened to us? No, he hired a whole new outfit from out of state –
that’s how much he cares about us. Only looking to fill his own pockets, that
man. Nothin’ else.”
“Maybe he’s just bringing in a new partner, some sort of new project, and he’ll
keep us around.”
“Don’t count on it. Don’t you count on it.”
Paul laid his rod and creel on the picnic table without contributing to the
conversation. The men nodded to him. “Afternoon, Paul.”
“Gentlemen.”
Inside, Mark Tanner greeted Paul hopefully. “Hello, Paul!” he said.
“Hello, Mark. I’d like some bread.”
“Your timing is good. Susan just pulled three loaves from the oven. They’re still
warm.”
Mark called across the store to where his daughter stood behind the bakery
counter. “Susan! Bring Paul your best loaf of bread.”
Paul watched her slide a loaf of bread into a paper bag. Steam rose around her
face. He gave the coins to Mark and took the bread from Susan.
“Thank you,” he said, taking a small bite. “It’s good.”
“Where are you going fishing?” asked Mark.
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At this Paul headed for the door, but tried to appear as though he were in no hurry
to leave. “Sucker Brook,” he said, opening the door.
“Ah, a fine place for brook trout. Would you like company?”
Paul paused, holding the door half open. When he started to speak, Mark Tanner
interrupted him. “I know you’d rather fish alone, but I’ve been thinking. I’ll give you a
jug of whiskey if you let me fish with you.”
“But your store,” Paul said.
“Susan’ll be fine,” Mark replied.
Paul thought of the whiskey left at Mary’s house. He thought of her desire for
wine and how he had not stayed with her even after she had asked him and how upset she
must be because of his ignoring her for the past several days. He looked out the
door. The fish would not wait for him. He knew he was being foolish, but he saw an
opportunity to please Mary. He looked at Mark and said, “Make it a bottle of your best
wine.”
“Now you would bargain?” said Mark, smiling. “You’re not an easy man.” He
paused, thinking, then said, “Alright. One bottle of wine is a pittance for fishing with the
great Paul Williams.”
Paul waited at the now empty picnic table for Mark to get his new fly
rod. Discomfort crept over him. He had just bartered fish for wine to please a woman;
he had let Mark Tanner call him a great fisherman without rebuke; he had just agreed to
fish with his third companion of the fishing season. Only weeks ago he would have
thought himself incapable of such behavior. He waited uncomfortably on the bench of
the picnic table and looked at the bread. He had lost his appetite.
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Together Paul and Mark walked south to Sucker Brook. In his effort to determine
why he had done what he had done, Paul said nothing. He looked east across the lake to
the mountain. Scars of logging roads cut across its face. Logs lay in piles waiting to be
brought down. To the right of the men rose the hill on which stood Mary’s home. Paul
looked up at the clearing but could not see Mary’s porch. Wisps of smoke drifted out of
the chimney. Behind the men the sun was circling the north end of the lake through a
blue sky streaked with thin white clouds. It cast shadows of Paul and Mark on ahead of
them.
“It’s a good temperature for fishing,” said Mark. “There’ll be insects hatching in
the brook.”
Paul nodded imperceptibly, saying nothing.
Mark said, “I’m glad to be fishing with you today. Perhaps I’ll learn something.”
Paul still did not speak.
“What fly are you going to use?”
Finally Paul answered, “I don’t know yet.”
“But you must have some idea.”
“No,” said Paul. “I won’t decide until I get to the river.”
“I’ll wait then, too.”
They walked in silence again. A slight breeze pushed up waves on the lake. New
spring leaves hung from the trees that lined the edge of the road. The rods of the two
men pointed their way south, making thin shadows that wavered in the breeze. Abruptly
Mark said, “How will you fish the river?”
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Paul looked at Mark with his eyebrows drawn together. “What do you mean?” he
asked.
“Will you use dry flies or nymphs? Will you fish near shore, the riffles or the
pools? Upstream or down?”
Paul looked straight ahead as he told Mark, “I don’t know yet.” Mark’s questions
confirmed in Paul his reasons for wishing to fish alone.
Mark looked confused. He said, “But you know the river well; you’ve fished it
before at this time of year. Shouldn’t you have a plan for fishing today?”
“I see no value in such a plan,” said Paul.
“But everyone knows you’re the best. You know everything there is to know
about fishing here.”
Paul was becoming irritated. He said, “I know nothing of fishing until I reach the
water.”
Mark was silent as he thought this over. He asked, “Then how do you catch so
many fish?”
Paul shook his head at the futility of this discussion. He would never be able to
explain to anyone that fishing to him was a feeling. It absorbed him and there was
nothing else. He did not think consciously about what he did when fishing. He simply
fished. So he told Mark, “I observe.”
“That’s all?”
“I’m patient and very quiet.” He looked directly at Mark as he spoke. He looked
then straight down the road, uncomfortable from having discussed fishing in this way and
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from having been moved to indirectly ask Mark to stop questioning him. He was
distracted by his own guilt and wished he had never had any consideration for wine.
Mark said nothing more until they reached the end of the lake where the brook
began. It left the lake slowly in a narrow run. Oak and maple trees grew along its banks,
whose overhanging branches made a roof that kept the brook in shade through the
summer. Paul stood near the trunk of a large tree to watch the water. Mark stood behind
him. Paul saw nothing rise but along the bottom he saw, barely, the shadow of a fish dart
downstream toward the opposite bank. Another flashed upstream and disappeared
beneath an undercut. Paul removed his hat to choose a fly from the felt band that circled
just above the hat’s brim. Mark spoke for the first time in many minutes.
“The trees are too tight for me here,” he said. “I’ll walk downstream to the first
pool where it’s easier to cast.” Paul did not seem to hear him. He tied a sinking leader
and tippet to his line. From his hat he selected a pattern meant to look like a mayfly in its
stage of moving from the riverbed to the surface before it flies away. He stayed behind
the tree and, sidearm, reached the tip of his rod out over the water. He cast upstream as
far as he could. His line landed softly and his fly sank almost to the bottom of the
shallow stream. There it drifted back to Paul and then beyond him. When it had gone far
enough and there was no strike, Paul lifted the line to cast again upstream. This time on
the drift he saw a fish dart from out of the shadows. It struck his fly and turned with it
before Paul could react. He pulled hard back to set the hook. The fish jerked for a
moment to the surface in a splash, then began its run downstream. Paul’s rod sprang
alive, bent over against the weight it held, and into his chest leapt the feeling of the power
of the fish. It spread outward in his body so that in an instant his muscles quivered with
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excitement and the world faded into a dull background. Paul let the fish take line. He
walked downstream with it, keeping his line tight. The fish slanted toward him so he
took in line, then it curved up out of the water and quickly fell back down. The fish again
shot to the surface and this time leapt fully out of the water. It shook violently, tearing
Paul’s hook from its mouth. Paul’s rod snapped straight and in the world that crashed
down upon him his line hung limp, dragging in the water. He watched the current
swallow the ripples of the fish, the last evidence that could prove it had ever been
there. He became aware of a chickadee singing and of the breeze that carried the fresh
smell of spring. The gurgling of the brook fell upon him heavily. The fish had swum
away downstream to a place that Paul could not see.
He knew the fight had spooked any other fish in the water. Many minutes of
quiet would have to pass before any fish would be willing to strike again, so Paul took his
emptiness with him downstream. Along the way he pulled a piece of bread from the loaf,
which he kept in his creel. When he came upon Mark in the first pool, he saw him put a
trout into the canvas bag he carried over his shoulder. Looking up, Mark saw Paul. “The
brook trout are feeding,” he said. “There are a bunch in this pool. I’m going to stay here
for a while.”
“I’ll move farther downstream,” said Paul. The thought occurred to him then that
perhaps his bad luck with the fish had come as a result of his trade for wine.
Below the pool where Mark fished, the brook ran through steep riffles. A short
waterfall poured into the next pool, where Paul caught his first fish of the day, a brook
trout too small to keep. After waiting for the excitement of the fight to wear off and the
fish to venture back out into the middle of the pool, Paul caught another of keeping
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length. He removed the bread from his creel to make room for the fish. He walked again
farther downstream without waiting for Mark, his rod in one hand and the loaf of bread in
the other. He fished three more pools and another deep run in which he caught
nothing. Mark was nowhere in sight and the sun sat low on the horizon, so Paul thought
it best to find Mark instead of walking farther down the brook. He was not satisfied with
only one fish – it had been many years since he had left the water with such an empty
creel. He told himself he deserved such a day after his mistake with the wine.
He walked back toward the lake and found Mark still in the first pool. He was
casting. Paul watched his line land on the water and saw Mark bend at the waist while
the fly drifted downstream. A ripple grew around the fly. Mark jerked up straight,
pulling his rod back. For an instant his line was tight against a splashing fish, but then
whipped slack down on the water. The fish disappeared. Paul, feeling Mark’s loss, was
moved to speak. “I’m sorry you didn’t hook it,” he said.
Mark looked up then, startled by the sound of a man among so many fish. “So am
I,” he said. “But only a little. My bag’s full and that felt like a small fish not worth
keeping.”
“You caught them all in this pool?”
“Yes. I didn’t need to move anywhere else. Fishing with you today has helped
my luck.” Paul knew then it had indeed been the wine, if Mark had caught more fish than
he without ever leaving the first pool. Mark asked, “How’d you do?”
Paul hesitated. “I’ve had better days,” he said. “We should go.”
“Right. We need to get you your wine.”
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Paul wished to forget about the wine and what it had done to him. “Forget about
the wine,” he told Mark. “I don’t need it.”
“Nonsense. Don’t think I won’t keep my word.”
“But I don’t need it. It’s not a fair bargain for you.”
“Fair or not fair, that’s life. I made the bargain, and now I’ll keep my end as you
have kept yours.”
“But I don’t need it,” Paul repeated.
“Of course you don’t need it. There’s not a man in the world who needs wine, but
if Jesus could enjoy it so can we. Don’t insult me by refusing my offer of the drink of the
Lord. No, you’ll have your wine.”
Thus, despite his guilt, Paul arrived at Mary’s house with one fish, one loaf of
bread and one bottle of wine.
“Where did you get it?” Mary asked from her rocking chair. Paul sat at his usual
spot on the floor cleaning the fish, his back to Mary.
“From Mark Tanner.”
“You bought it? But last time you said it cost too much. I was only joking
yesterday.”
Paul did not wish to explain to Mary what she did not know of the cost, how he
had paid a price greater than any sum of money. “You asked for wine and now you have
it,” he said without looking at her. “Don’t worry about how.” His bad day of fishing had
removed his desire to discussing marriage.
Mary stopped rocking. Never before had she known Paul to be rude – silent,
perhaps irritatingly incommunicative, but never intentionally rude. She stood and put the
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wine in her kitchen and poured two glasses of whiskey. She poured a third after drinking
one immediately. Back outside she set one glass next to Paul, who looked down at it
without picking it up. He did not ask Mary why she poured the whiskey instead of wine,
glad she did not expect him to drink it. Surely it would have made him sick.
Soon they had eaten the fish and bread. Mary began rocking, with Paul still on
the floor facing away from her. “What happened?” she asked.
“What do you mean?” Paul still did not look at her.
“You came here with one fish, a bottle of wine and a bad temper. Something
happened. Tell me what it was.”
Paul stared at the lake before responding. He looked out at the lake, rippling
under a breeze that swept down off the mountain. Despite his desire to blame Mary’s
request for wine for his bad day of fishing, he knew it was no one’s fault but his own. He
knew also he had been rude and this sharpened all of the guilt he already felt. Looking
back over his shoulder he told Mary, “I made a bad decision that distracted me from
fishing. That’s all.”
“It wasn’t the wine?”
“No.” Paul meant what he said but knew it was not exactly true.
They both looked off in the distance. The orange glow of the fading sun spread
over the sky. Across the lake, the mountain loomed as tall and majestic as ever. In the
lake swam fish, just as they had swum for as long as anyone could remember.
After several minutes Mary sat next to Paul on the floor of the porch, pushing
herself up against him. “Thank you,” she said quietly, looking at him and putting a hand
on his knee. Paul became uncomfortable in spite of an intense desire to hold her. He
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could smell her hair and longed to lie in bed with her and feel her breathing against his
cheek. And yet, after seven years of trying to take the place of her father, he did not
know if he was allowed to love her as a man loves a woman, in spite of the advice of
Father Thomas. Without a fishing rod in his hand, Paul again felt inadequate, felt he
could not live up to Mary’s expectations or those of her father. As he thought of these
conflicting feelings, Mary removed her hand from his knee and started to get
up. Awkwardly Paul put his arm across her shoulders and shifted his body to lean back
against the post. She sat back down with him and laid her head against his chest. Slowly
the tension and anxiety left Paul’s body. When at last he accepted his holding Mary and
imagining her as a woman and not a girl whose father’s dying words he had both suffered
and rejoiced at for seven years, Mary said, “Tell me about the stranger.” Of course she
had heard already of his arrival.
Paul took a deep breath and said, “He came with Noah Archer and examined the
world. He was interested in the sand on the beach along the north shore.”
“Why would he be interested in sand?”
Paul turned this over. He thought of sand and the gossip of the men at Mark
Tanner’s store and the words Noah Archer had spoken to him before the death of John
Bartholomew. Paul looked across the lake to the mountain. There he saw clouds
hanging low over the peak.
“What does it mean?” Mary asked.
Paul knew the answer. There was no speculation. He saw it as clearly as he had
seen the shadows of the fish in Sucker Brook, but he did not wish to trouble Mary with it
and all of its implications. For now he wanted only to hold her. Time and again he had
95

wished to imagine himself holding her but had not allowed himself the pleasure of that
dream, fearing that such an allowance would compromise his effort to live up to the
words he had last heard Mary’s father speak. He could not, he believed, satisfy both the
request of Mary’s father and his own desire for her, and because he could not fail to
satisfy a dying man who had taught him all he knew of fishing, Paul had buried his own
desires deep inside his heart. Only now and with great reluctance did he let himself feel
what he had always wanted to feel. He did not want to ruin these moments with a
discussion of what he knew to be coming.
“Paul,” Mary pleaded.
Quietly he told her, “I can’t say.”
He wrapped both arms around her and pulled her tightly to him, and together they
watched the sunlight fade into nothing. The next day there would be work and fishing
and with dinner there would be wine.
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Fifteen

The next morning Mary awoke to an empty bed, still sorry that Paul had not
stayed with her. During their long embrace in the setting sun, leaning against his chest
she had felt secure and comforted as she never had been before, even in spite of the
prospect of losing the property she loved so dearly along with the porch on which she sat;
she had wanted that feeling to cradle her as she drifted into sleep, and for a few moments,
feeling the beating of Paul’s unknowable heart against her cheek, she had believed she
might get her wish. Characteristically, though, Paul had insisted he return to his own
cabin, and Mary had been left with the unfulfilled yet hopeful longing that never failed to
plague her every time she watched Paul disappear into the woods as he descended the
narrow carriage track. This morning, however, she let herself believe that the feelings
she had for so long hoped for him to have were indeed present in him, and that perhaps
Ella had been right.
Once out of bed and dressed, Mary boiled some coffee and took her steaming
mug out onto the porch where there still lingered the sense of comfort that Paul had
brought there with his surprising physical gesture. A dampness thickened the unusually
warm air, a sign that spring had finally arrived for good. Mary looked out at her garden,
where she could see the first sprouts of kale emerging from the earth after laying dormant
through the winter. There was hope in them yet, and just as they were inching up out of
the soil, so too was a belief taking root in Mary’s consciousness that she might eventually
work her way to a happy ending. Then, of course, thinking of work, she went back inside
to ready herself for another day of toiling happily in her garden, awaiting another visit
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from Paul, eager to rest her head on his shoulder and feel his body expand as he inhaled
the cooling night air atop her hill.
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Sixteen

On the first morning of May, Paul, and therefore Mary, received bad news. Later
that evening more bad news came disguised as hope, yet the day dawned clear and
bright. Above the mountain a mist floated on the current of a breeze. Fish swam in the
water, undisturbed. Paul went to work as usual.
In the weeks following the death of John Bartholomew, the happenings in
Mission had assumed their regular order. Paul worked, fished, and passed his evenings
with Mary, but had yet to give in to his desire to stay the night with her, so uncertain did
he remain of his role in her life. The days were distinguishable only by the weather and
the location of where Paul caught his fish. Through sobriety, thrift, and much luck with
fishing, Paul had been able to set aside a portion of his earnings to put toward the saving
of Mary’s home. Such a meager amount he knew, though, was not enough, so he had
been in search of opportunities to earn extra money. None had arisen. Instead, Paul’s
effort to help Mary suffered a setback.
He arrived at work later than usual and found a crowd inside the mill. No one
was working. “What’s going on?” Paul asked George Abrams, who stood at the back of
the crowd.
“Noah told Matt King to gather everyone for an announcement,” he said. “That’s
all I know.”
Paul said no more. He knew what was about to happen. He had known it since
the night Mary had questioned him of the stranger. Yet all the knowing of the world
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could not ready Paul for losing his job, the one thing, the only thing that might allow him
to help Mary.
The men shuffled in their places and the air was filled with the sound of their
murmuring. The weight of the noise made Paul uncomfortable; he preferred to be
walking on the water of the lake in the quiet that accompanied him as he brought logs to
the mill. This he could not do now, nor would he ever do again.
Before long Noah Archer, accompanied by the stranger whom Paul had seen
walking on the beach, entered the mill through the door opposite Paul and George. The
murmuring stopped, replaced by a dark silence that spread beyond the mill to the lake.
Noah Archer did not waste time. He said, “Gentlemen, you have worked your
last day for this company. I have sold it and the land to Mr. David Morey.” He glanced
at the stranger, who nodded slightly. Surprised chatter and groans rose from some of the
men. Others looked around in disbelief. Paul did nothing, though despair crept into his
chest.
When the noise faded Noah said, “I do have some good news.”
The men laughed sarcastically and nodded to each other. Noah continued above
the noise, “My hotel is finished. Guests will arrive this week and I need some of you to
work for me there. Mr. Morey is starting a new business and will hire others of you. I’ll
let him explain further. If you’re interested in working for me come to the hotel this
afternoon and we’ll talk then. Thank you all for your years of service.”
There was nothing more. A few short sentences ended the livelihood of many
men, men who had faced peril, endured cold, suffered through searing heat and toiled for

100

long hours. Most, short-sighted and pleasure-seeking, had saved next to nothing. Now
that was all with which they were left.
George Abrams looked pale. Paul still did not move. He heard Michael
Fitzpatrick whisper to himself, “What will I do?” while looking down at his spread
hands. Other men shook their heads, some rubbed their temples. A few, like Paul, stared
blankly ahead into nothing.
After what seemed a long time Noah Archer spoke again. He told the crowd,
“Now Mr. Morey will tell you about his business.” Then he left quietly.
Many in the crowd were so stunned they did not hear what the stranger had to
say. These men would later acquire the necessary information at Mark Tanner’s store
when they gathered there for lack of anything better to do. Sitting outside the store the
men learned from each other that Mr. David Morey meant to establish a glass-making
company on the north shore of the lake near the beach. He needed men to make the
lumber required and to construct the building. This eased the anxiety of some, namely
those skilled sawyers and loggers who were also competent carpenters. At least in the
short term their lives would change little.
Other men found security at the hotel. Noah Archer took Michael Fitzpatrick to
be his groundskeeper. That night George Abrams and his wife gave thanks to God that a
one-armed man would have the luck to be offered a new job within hours of losing his
old. He would become the hotel’s janitor, happy that his children would not go hungry.
Paul was neither among the men who solicited Noah nor those who loitered at the
general store. He withdrew into a state of mournfulness and did the only thing he knew
to do. He went fishing.
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He paddled John Bartholomew’s canoe through North Cove out into the broad
lake, trailing a streamer behind him. The mist above the mountain clung delicately to the
peak. The mountain’s shadow spread across the lake but would soon vanish with the
turning of the earth. Paul’s rod rested in the bottom of the canoe with its tip leaning over
the side, its line hanging on the water. As he paddled Paul saw the line tighten and then
relax. Quickly he grabbed it, ready for a fish to strike. He looked behind him expecting
to see a fish rise to the streamer, but instead saw a sea gull circling above his
bait. Astonished, Paul watched while the canoe drifted forward. The bird dove to the
water with a splash, then rose with the streamer clasped in its feet. Paul yanked hard on
his line, hoping to pull it free from the gull. This only embedded the hook in the foot of
the bird, which emitted a piercing scream that attracted the other sea gulls within hearing,
who quickly flew up over Paul’s canoe. The birds squawked frantically in a mass of
whirling feathers, while Paul continued to pull back on his rod. This did nothing. Never
before had Paul seen such a spectacle. His line led high into the sky and disappeared
amid a crowd of birds flapping and yelping noisily. Excrement fell into the canoe and
onto Paul’s shoulder.
At last Paul grabbed his line directly and, pulling it, managed to break it just
below the feet of the sea gull. His line fell silently back onto the water and soon the birds
were gone. The lake lay quiet and undisturbed. Paul sat dejectedly in the back of the
canoe, staring emptily at the bow for some time. He reflected on the recent events of his
life, feeling ashamed of his mistake with the wine, bearing the burden of John
Bartholomew’s death, confused about his relationship with Mary, and embarrassed by
what had just happened. He wondered why his life had become so complicated when he
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wanted so badly for it to be simple. He hung his head as his line hung and thought of
what to do next. In the lake to the south the sea gull picked at the hook embedded in its
foot.
When he could no longer stand feeling sorry for himself, he paddled south to the
mouth of the brook that fell down the mountain into the lake. There he focused only on
fishing. He tied a new streamer to his tippet and threw it out onto the water. He pulled it
in jerks back to John’s canoe, waiting for a fish to strike. Eventually one did. When Paul
got it alongside the canoe he saw that it was a salmon, silver-sided and beautiful and tired
there in the water where Paul held it with his streamer still in its mouth. He removed the
hook and, after hesitating a moment, released the fish, though it was clearly of keeping
length. It swam away from him into the depths, and Paul experienced a moment of peace
as he watched its dark back disappear into the darkness of the water.
Paul caught two fish before returning with them to his own cabin. Bearing the
shame of the incident with the sea gull, he could not go to Mary’s, though he knew his
absence would worry her. Paddling back through North Cove, his heart carried the
weight of the shadow of the mountain that was sure to cover the lake in the morning.
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Seventeen

Mary did not witness the spectacle of the sea gulls, though they would have been
visible from her porch and garden. After taking a break from her work to eat, she sat at
her kitchen table with a pencil and scrap of paper, calculating figures while Paul
struggled with the birds below. By now most of her crops had grown enough that she
could predict with reasonable accuracy how much she would harvest, and she wanted to
estimate the profit she might receive from Mark and how much extra food she would
have beyond what she had sold him the previous year. Each summer she became a little
more efficient in her use of space and she had decided to plant her new half-acre even
without knowing if she would have a use for the food, so she expected – if the weather
cooperated – a considerable surplus over last year’s yield. It was time for her to follow
Mark’s advice and visit Noah Archer to ask if he would buy from her, and she wished to
have numbers in mind so that she might effectively bargain with a man whose reputation
as a shrewd and unforgiving businessman was well known throughout Mission.
In addition, earlier in the day she had received a letter from her aunt Martha,
which she opened and read once she was satisfied with her math. She was immediately
heartened by the familiar and florid script that always seemed betrayed by her aunt’s
simple style of writing, but in her terse sentences Mary recognized the brevity and
directness characteristic of a hard-working people who had neither the time nor the
inclination for digression. There was always another seed to plant, another plant to
harvest and another harvest to store before the onset of winter. Her aunt wrote,
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Dear Mary,

I hope this letter finds you well. I am sure by now your garden is
flourishing and you’re hard at work maintaining it. I always did admire
your way with plants. My own garden is off to a very slow start as usual.
I like to blame the hard soil and harsh climate up here. Samual likes to
point out how well the neighbors’ gardens are doing. Don’t worry I do not
let him tease me much. I tell him if he did some more weeding things
would come in better. That usually keeps him quiet a while.
My reason for writing is to ask for your forgiveness. Samual and I
will not be able to make our usual visit this summer. Work will have him
in the Northeast Kingdom for long periods. I don’t know when we would
have time for a trip to Mission. I will sorely miss the lake and those
beautiful sunsets you see so often. He’s already been away two weeks and
it does get lonesome. In the last two months he has been home six days. I
am glad I had him home for the winter. That would have been nearly
unbearable. At least now I can spend time outside and it is easier to visit
the neighbors and they me. Sheila bless her heart comes often and we
usually bake pie together for the church bazaars. I do hope you are not
angry with us. Perhaps you could come to Barre? I would love for you to
visit and keep me company. I know you do not like to be away from your
garden. If you come I promise I will not keep you long. I will also pay
for your train fare. Think it over. You are welcome any time, with or
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without advance notice. You will have Jennifer’s room all to yourself as
long as you like.

With love, as always,

Martha

Mary composed the following reply:

Dear Martha,

So good to hear from you! Of course I won’t be angry. I will
dearly miss your and Samual’s company here, but I understand. I would
love to visit you – I may be able to arrange a trip later in the season nearer
to harvest time when my garden needs less attention. I will send you word
if I am able. Give my love to Samual when you see him next, and if you
write to Jennifer tell her I look forward to seeing her when next she returns
to Vermont.

Yours,

Mary
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It was a welcome communication, and as she folded the letter and addressed the
envelope, Mary felt sincerely grateful that she had at least those three living relatives,
however little she might see them. They were generous people, and Mary loved them
almost as much as she would have loved her own mother.
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Eighteen

As night settled into the loggers’ camp, Noah Archer made his way to Paul’s
cabin. There he found Paul inside at his open fireplace, sitting on a stump of a
log. Above the flames a pan sat on a sturdy iron grate spanning the width of the fireplace
that Paul had built into the stonework for just such a purpose; in it cooked his two
fish. Noah knocked on the door. Paul answered it.
“May I join you?” Noah asked.
“I don’t have much to offer,” Paul said, surprised to have a visitor. “You’re
welcome to some of my fish, but – ”
“I didn’t come to eat, only to talk,” Noah said, cutting him off.
“I’ll get you a seat.” Paul went outside and returned with a second stump. He
placed it near the fire. Noah sat. Paul did likewise after flipping the fish. Shadows from
the fire flickered across the faces of the two men.
“I have a job for you,” said Noah. He waited for a response from Paul. When he
got none he asked, “Might you be interested?”
“What’s the job?” Paul replied.
“It’s a job for a fisherman.” Noah waited again.
In the silence Paul said, “I’m not a fisherman.” I catch birds, he thought.
“No? That’s not your reputation in this town.”
When Paul said nothing Noah continued, “This is certainly a job for you. As you
know, my hotel has just opened. Next week a guest will arrive who has made a special
request.” Noah removed his pipe from his shirt pocket. “May I?” he asked. Paul
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nodded. Noah packed and lit his pipe. The strong scent of its smoke drifted through the
cabin. Noah went on, “This man has heard about the fishing in Mission. He wants to
catch brook trout and would like someone to show him where.”
Thoughts of George Abrams and Michael Fitzpatrick and Mark Tanner and wine
and the death of John Bartholomew made Paul uneasy. Noah did not notice. He said,
“How would you like to take this man fishing?”
Out of respect Paul did not say what he thought of it. He looked at the floor.
“I’ll pay you, of course.”
“I’m not good fishing with other people,” said Paul.
“The pay will be good.”
“You know of good fishing. Why not take him yourself?” Paul asked.
“I’ll be busy at the hotel. Besides, the chances of catching brook trout are much
greater with you.” Noah leaned forward and, with his pipe in one hand, put his elbows on
his knees. “Paul,” he went on, “you’ll be doing me a great favor to take this man
fishing. Let me explain.” He drew on his pipe before saying, “This man has money. He
has friends with money. If he enjoys his visit he’ll tell his friends and there will be more
business and more money for me.” He paused, then added, “And for you if you help me
by taking these men fishing.”
Paul said nothing. He looked at the fish in the pan. He no longer felt hungry.
“I’ll pay you double what you made in one day working at the mill.”
Still Paul said nothing.
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“I’ll be paying you to fish, Paul. It’s as good an offer as you’ll get in this
town. You can fish alone and make nothing or you can fish with this man and make
money.”
Paul sat expressionless as ever, staring into the fire.
“You don’t seem to understand. There’s no more money to be made harvesting
trees; they’re gone, but there are still plenty of fish. Word of the fishing here has already
begun to spread in the big cities where there are men who will pay to catch fish on
vacation. But they need guides, Paul, someone to show them where to go, help them use
the right bait. It’s a whole new business waiting for us.”
At last Paul spoke. He said, “And what will we do when the fish have
disappeared with the trees?”
Noah shook his head. “Paul, you don’t have a job. I don’t see how you can turn
this down.”
Paul did not answer.
Noah stood. “I know about Mary,” he said. “If you take this man fishing I could
be of help to you and to her. I could offer her a job. Together you could save her home.”
Paul looked at him and clenched his fists. His jaw tightened, but still he did not
speak.
As Noah turned to leave he said, “There are other men in this camp who like to
catch fish. I’ll speak to someone else.”
Before he reached the door Paul, staring blankly into the fire, said, “Alright. I’ll
take him.”
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Noah turned to face him. “Thank you,” he said. “This will be good for me. For
us.”
Paul did not watch Noah leave. He did not eat the fish. He would eat them cold
in the morning when it would be impossible to enjoy them. Though Paul dreaded fishing
with a stranger to earn money, he felt a glimmer of hope as he lay that night in his
bed. Perhaps, he thought, Mary could benefit from this.
Outside, the mountain stood tall and dark above the lake, brooding over the water
and all of its fish.
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Nineteen

The end of the day was often an anxious time for Mary. Mornings brought a
fresh eagerness to work, to kneel in the ground and plunge her hands into the soft, dark
soil of her garden bed, to trim plants, pull weeds, remove small stones, to be moving
and to occupy her mind with the work and with observing and appreciating the waking
world – the birds steadily becoming noisier, the increasing rustle of squirrels and
chipmunks, the usual arrival of a mid-morning breeze and the dew drying as the earth
turned below the sun. Mid-day brought a brief, welcome respite from work, a
refreshing meal and a chance to sit quietly and comfortably, without feeling expectant
or idle, a chance to sit and admire the profound beauty that surrounded her, to examine
the mountain and mark the line of green that slowly climbed it as the trees budded and
grew leaves at higher and higher elevation. Her afternoons she filled with completing
whatever garden project began in the morning and with puttering around the house,
cleaning, preparing food, washing jars and lids to be used for canning in the fall,
repairing cellar shelves, hauling water from the spring, splitting the short logs that Paul
piled near the wood shed, stacking already split logs that had had time to dry, mowing
the small area of lawn that surrounded all four sides of her house, tending to the flowers
along her porch front – as long as there was daylight, Mary had chores enough to keep
busy and to keep from thinking about the things that brought her only worry and
concern. When the sun neared the western horizon, though, and when mild fatigue
began to slow the pace of Mary’s work and speed the pace of her mind, the freshness of
the morning and tranquility of mid-day left her, replaced by a growing anxious
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restlessness, especially on evenings such as this when she hoped expectantly to see
Paul. Over a week had passed since the evening he had first held her, and he had been
back nearly every night. They had often embraced, had sat on the porch steps in
silence, awkwardly holding hands, but Paul still had not stayed the night with her.
Each time she had watched him go, Mary’s longing had grown until now when it
seemed to her to contain absolutely all she knew and wanted in the world.
The last time he had visited, a warm and breezy evening with an owl hooting in
the distance, Mary had descended the steps with Paul as he was leaving. They paused,
he on the ground, she on the last step so that their faces were nearly level, and Paul put
on his hat and picked up his rod. He faced the water for a moment, then turned to say
goodnight. Before he could speak, Mary placed her hands on his neck and pulled him
to her and kissed him on the lips, quickly but urgently and with a swell of emotion that
began in her stomach and rose to fill her throat. When she let go they stood looking
into each other’s eyes for neither could tell how long before Paul, without reaching to
hold her, leaned forward slowly and kissed her softly on the lips once, pausing to savor
the smell of her hair. He then turned and left, saying nothing, and a single tear had
trickled down the side of Mary’s nose; she had later been unable to decide if it was a
tear of joy or sorrow or frustration or longing or all of them indistinguishably mixed.
She could, though, feel herself inching closer to him, or rather she could feel Paul
letting himself be approached.
On this evening, after her chores were completed or nearly so, and light had
dimmed too much to accomplish any real work, Mary set about heating water for a
bath. Her bathroom sat at the northwest corner of her house, and there she started a
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small fire below the giant copper washbasin her father had installed before finishing the
northern wall of the cabin, so large and heavy was it that he and a few others from the
mill who helped would not have been able to fit it through any doorways. She made
several trips through the cooling dusk to and from the well with two pails, leaving a
trail behind her as water slopped and leaked out of the old tin buckets. With the tub full
and the water warm enough, she undressed in her bedroom and glided silently and
naked in front of the stone fireplace, her elbows pulled together at her stomach, her fists
tucked under her chin and her wavy brown hair hanging loose well below her
shoulders.
She stepped gently into the water, and though she wished to spend some
moments sitting just to savor the caressing heat, she had to be sure to finish before Paul
arrived and so dunked herself quickly and, standing again in the shin-deep water,
immediately began scrubbing her legs and arms and hair. It took little time for the
water to darken as the accumulated dirt from the day’s labor fell off her body. She used
the last two bucketfuls of water – saved for the purpose but earth-deep cold – to pour
over her head to rinse her hair and body as it fell with a splash. The first made her
breath run short; the second, more bearable, set her to shivering. She set the pail beside
the tub and, using the towel draped over its side, patted her body dry from the knees up
and dried her hair, then stepped out and finished her legs. She returned to her room to
put on a dress and sweater and stockings, leaving the water to empty in the morning.
As she dressed she peered out the window but saw no sign of Paul, though there was
light enough still that she could see a good distance down her carriage road. She went
to her kitchen, poured the last of the wine into a glass and sat with it on her porch,
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rocking intently as though to somehow speed ahead to the time of Paul’s arrival, or at
the very least to count the seconds as they ticked by. A breeze blew and a half moon
began to shine over the southern shoulder of the mountain, but Mary did not notice –
she perceived only the setting sun that steadily made it more and more difficult to see
into the distance from where she hoped Paul would emerge.
When her glass was empty she went inside and cleaned it with a thoroughness
beyond necessity, then returned to the porch where she did not sit and stayed only long
enough to see that she could not see Paul, then went back inside where she retrieved a
book of poems and took it to the kitchen table after a quick glance out her window. She
sat with one elbow on the table and leaned her head against that hand, using the other to
turn the pages of the book that lay open before her. She did not linger on any one page
long enough to read it, but rather flipped idly through them all. Several times she
looked through her door to the porch and beyond, unaware that she kept turning pages
or unconcerned with missing what was to be seen on them or both. Before long she
began to tap her feet. She closed the book, looked through the porch once again and
then turned westward to gaze out the window that revealed the red blaze of the setting
sun, pushing her hair behind her ear as she did so. After a very few moments, leaving
the book on the table she stood and walked out on the porch and leaned against the
railing to peer into her darkening hillside clearing. When she saw nothing of Paul, she
walked around her house to the western side, where it was considerably lighter and the
mild warmth of the angled rays of the sun felt good against her face. She sat on the
ground and, with her head leaned back against her house, she closed her eyes and
nearly smiled. She thought of Paul, wishing it were his warmth she felt and not the
115

sun’s. She stood again after a short time, returning to her porch – without seeing Paul –
to sit in her rocking chair. She sat without moving for some time, then began to rock
while she gently rubbed the tops of her thighs to the rhythmic back and forth of her
movement in the chair. When Paul still did not arrive, she went inside and quickly ate
her dinner – a slice of cheese on a slice of bread and a few spoonfuls of applesauce –
standing in her doorway looking out at the carriage road. As soon as she finished, she
vigorously cleaned and dried her spoon and plate and returned them to their drawers
before wiping clean her already spotless kitchen counter and sink and remaking her bed
to a greater degree of satisfaction, after which she entered her bathroom to flip the
drying towel that hung over the edge of the washtub.
By now the sun had almost sunk below the horizon and it was nearly dark inside
her cabin, so Mary lit one candle on a pewter candle holder, which she carried with her
back onto the porch. Whatever breeze there had been had died and all around her was a
stillness and a silence that seemed impenetrable and nearly suffocating, and there was
no sound of Paul’s footsteps approaching the cabin to dispel the unbearable heaviness
that Mary perceived all around her. She knew then that he would not come on this
night and she could do nothing but hope he was safe and happy.
After a quick visit to the outhouse, Mary climbed beneath her covers, blew out
her candle and tried to drift off to sleep, hoping morning would arrive soon. She made
no effort to hide from herself the disappointment she felt, as she had so many times in
the past when her longing to see Paul had been left unfulfilled.
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Twenty

Paul awoke in the morning with no job. He sat on his stump. There he ate the
fish, cold and tasteless. He looked at the empty stump next to him and the memory of his
agreement with Noah returned.
It was too early for good fishing. In the cool of the morning there would be no
insects and the fish would be floating lazily in the slow currents beneath undercuts and
log jams. Still, Paul went fishing. He felt the need to speak to Mary and would use
bringing fish to her as an excuse to visit. He could not arrive at her house with nothing,
and he had nothing save his love of fish and his ability to catch them. These he could not
give to Mary. He would therefore arrive with fish.
Paul walked through the camp. Men drifted about, men who usually at this time
would have been going to work. He passed near a fire around which sat three
men. Seeing him carrying his fishing rod one remarked, “It’s too early to fish, Paul.”
“It’s never too early to fish,” Paul said without stopping.
“Where are you going?” the man called after him.
“Fishing!” said Paul, raising the hand that held his rod as proof.
At the fire the three men laughed.
“He is a strange one.”
“Ay, but he is a wonderful fisherman.”
“He’s the best I know.”
“I’ve never heard of better.”
“John Bartholomew was good too, but now he’s dead.”
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“And now Paul has his canoe.”
Paul walked south. A greyness clung to the morning. Above the mountain the
sun tried to burn through the greyness but it would not leave. No shadow floated on the
surface of the lake, calm and silent below the mist. Paul walked through this almostshadow to the brook that emptied into the lake. It was there where he planned to catch
the fish he would bring to Mary.
The brook, it seemed to Paul, ran thicker than usual. In the water there hung a
cloudiness that obscured the river in places where Paul knew he had seen clearly to the
bottom only one year ago. He could not account for this cloudiness. There had not been
an unusual amount of rain the past weeks. As Paul considered the matter he gazed up at
the mountain and was struck by its bareness. What trees remained were short and
thin. Their branches did not overlap to cover the face of the mountain as they once
had. Paul could clearly follow the line of the brook up the mountain to the point where it
disappeared behind the bluff. Two years ago this would not have been possible except in
winter. Spring should have brought green leaves spreading thickly above the brook,
covering it in shade. This was no more. As Paul noticed these things a cold nakedness
crept over him and out of the corner of his eye he glimpsed a fish gliding through the
cloudiness of the brook and all other things faded into nothing.
Paul looked patiently down into the water. He stood beside a pool at the inside of
a bend in the brook. At the opposite bank, below the undercut, sat a rock. Paul could see
a fish dangling in the backwater behind it. The fish was not feeding and Paul did not
know what would make it feed. He thought, though, he would nonetheless catch the fish.
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He tied a white-colored fly to his tippet and cast it onto the water upstream of the
rock. As it floated toward the fish, Paul flipped his line upstream of the fly, so that the
fish would see the fly before the line. When the fly floated over the fish, the fish did not
seem to notice. Paul lifted his line carefully off of the water and cast back
upstream. Again the fish did not move.
Perhaps white is not your color, thought Paul. He tied a grey-colored pattern to
his tippet and floated it perfectly above the fish. Three times he did this and three times
the fish did nothing.
No? Paul thought. Perhaps you would like brown.
When Paul’s brown fly floated by the fish it rose to investigate but did not
strike. Paul’s heart rose with the fish and sank with it back down behind the rock. A
second cast obtained the same result.
“No?” Paul said aloud. Perhaps, he thought, you don’t have the motivation to
strike at the surface.
Paul tied a brown wooly bugger pattern to his tippet. This he cast into the water
and let drift down to the fish. It floated by the fish several inches below the surface of the
river. The fish did not move. Paul tried again. There was no strike. A third cast yielded
nothing.
“You’re a stubborn one,” Paul said. He tied a new fly to his line. It was a brass
bead with a brown body and short brown tail. If you don’t want this, he thought, you
won’t eat anything, and I’ll go somewhere else.
Paul bent to watch his bead-head float by the fish. He waited intently for the fish
to strike. When it did not move, Paul stood and let his line drag in the water. He did not
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cast again. He reeled in his line and walked downstream, looking for another place to
catch a fish. Along the way he found two dead trout floating in different places in the
slow water along the edge of the brook. Neither showed any sign of having been hooked
by a fisherman, and any bird that had caught them would not have left them floating in
the river. This Paul had never before encountered. He did not know the cause of their
deaths. He knew only of a sympathy he felt for the fish and sorrow he felt for himself at
knowing he would not have an opportunity to catch them.
Distraught, Paul walked on until he came to a short waterfall that ran between two
submerged ledges and emptied deeply into a pool that held trout. Using the bead-head,
he caught two large rainbow trout. He did not catch them easily or quickly and was
satisfied to bring them to Mary. He cleaned them while Mary rocked in her chair. The
greyness had disappeared with the rising of the sun, and the mountain’s dim shadow
hugged the eastern shore of the lake. It would soon be gone. Dark clouds formed to the
north.
Mary said, “Do you think it will rain?”
“I don’t know,” Paul answered.
“I can’t tell, either.”
“Usually you’re good at these predictions.”
“I know, but it’s too early to tell if the clouds will move over the lake or be
pushed behind the mountain where they won’t bother us.”
“They will do what they will,” said Paul. Then, “Look at the mountain.” Mary
did this. Paul waited.
After a time Mary said, “Yes?”
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“What do you see?” Paul asked.
“The trees are gone.”
“Yes,” said Paul. “The trees are gone.”
After an appropriate time of silence Mary said, “I’m sorry you lost your job.”
Before speaking Paul thought a moment. He squinted up at the clouds to the
north. Then he said, “Me too. I’m partly glad, though.”
“Why?”
“For the mountain. It’s not right for it to be so bare and now the trees will come
back.” When Mary said nothing he went on, “Noah offered me another job.”
“You’re going to take a man fishing.”
“Yes,” said Paul, not stopping to consider how Mary already knew this.
“But you don’t like fishing with other people.”
Paul thought a moment then asked, “What else can I do?”
A short time of silence passed and then Mary said quietly, “You would do that for
me?”
“Yes,” said Paul.
Mary hesitated before saying, “Noah offered me a job as well.”
Paul turned to look at her. She stopped rocking. “That’s good,” he said. “What
is it?”
“It’s a job.”
Paul asked nothing more of her. Together they ate the fish in silence. Later Paul,
for reasons he could neither explain nor fully understand, finally came to Mary in her bed
and, for a short time, they were happy. That night a steady rain fell upon the mountain
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and upon the lake and those who made their living by them, as Paul lay awake with Mary
breathing against his cheek.
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Twenty-one

That morning Mary had arisen early to the grey weather that hung above the
lake. Somewhere across the vast, indeterminate space obscured by the cloudiness, the
mountain stood as always but cast no shadow, something Mary did not care to notice as
she dressed and quickly ate breakfast. She walked down her hill and north a short
distance along the lakeshore to Noah’s hotel. There she found painters busy finishing
the last coat of white on the clapboards; inside a bustle of men moved furniture and
dishes as a few women on step ladders draped curtains over windows. Though she
recognized no one, Mary approached two of the women and said, “Excuse me – I’m
looking for Noah Archer. Do you know where I might find him?”
One of the women pointed and replied, “I think he’s in his office over there.”
Mary looked in the direction of the woman’s finger, then back at her with a smile
and said, “Thank you.”
The woman nodded and Mary made her way across the large hotel lobby to the
northeast corner of the building, where she found Noah’s office door open. She paused
at the doorway threshold and knocked gently on the door. Noah, who sat behind his
desk with his head down as he wrote in a ledger book, looked up at the sound of the
knocking. “Mary,” he said, “this is a surprise. How are you?”
“Fine,” Mary replied. “I hope I’m not disturbing you. Are you busy?”
“No, not at all.” Noah put down his pen and leaned back in his chair as he
continued, “In fact I’ve been meaning to speak to you – you’re saving me a trip up the
hill. Please, come in.” He pointed with his whole hand, palm up, to one of two empty
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chairs opposite the desk from him, but did not rise to greet her as she entered. His dark
vest and suit jacket over the tie drawn tightly around his neck, along with his slick, dark
grey hair and stern countenance made Mary uneasy as she sat at the edge of the chair,
rigidly erect with her shoulders drawn back. Though she was curious about why he
would want to see her, Noah spoke before she could ask his reason; he said, “How is
your garden doing?”
“Oh, fine,” she answered, a little startled by his familiar and friendly tone. After
a brief pause during which Noah folded his hands together over the top of his stomach
she added, “Thank you. Actually, that’s what I came to talk to you about.”
“Oh?” Noah asked, leaning forward and drawing his chair closer to his desk. He
put his forearms on top of his ledger book and clasped his hands there as he said, “What
about it?”
“Well,” Mary answered nervously, unconsciously rubbing her hands together, “I
planted another half acre this year. Last year I had a fair amount left over that Mark
Tanner bought from me even though he didn’t actually need it, so between that amount
and the new half-acre, I’m expecting quite a bit extra of everything this year.”
“I see. Good for you.” Noah paused before asking, “So why are you telling
me?”
A bit frightened by his directness and what she perceived to be slight irritation in
his voice, Mary fidgeted as she managed to make herself say, “Well, Mark told me
about your kitchen and dining room here and thought you might like some fresh
produce to serve your guests.”
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Noah leaned back in his chair. He said, “Ah, I see. Well.” He paused, this time
long enough that Mary began to wonder if she were supposed to say something. She
glanced down at her lap to avoid Noah’s gaze, if only for a moment. She looked back
up, about to speak when Noah asked, “How soon?”
Perhaps too startled to fully understand the question, Mary asked, “What do you
mean?”
Leaning forward again, Noah looked down at his desk and smiled, as though
only to himself. He looked back up and said, “How soon before your first harvest?”
“Oh.” Mary smiled herself, blushing in embarrassment at not having recognized
the obviousness of the question. “Well,” she went on, “if the weather holds I usually
have kale, lettuce, carrots and a few others ready in June, sometimes late May.”
“I see. And how much food would you bring me and how often starting in
June?”
“Well, that depends mostly on how much you want. I deliver to Mark every two
weeks. I could do the same for you.”
“Of course. And what are you prices?”
Mary had been waiting for this question, eager to display her preparedness. She
retrieved a slip of paper from a small pocketbook she carried and handed it to Noah as
she said, “This is a list of everything I grow and what I charge Mark.”
After reaching across his desk, Noah leaned back in his chair to examine the list.
A few moments passed before he nodded and said, “This seems very fair.”
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Mary, for lack of anything to say, remained silent, glancing uncomfortably
around the office while Noah continued to stare at the paper that Mary had so
professionally developed the night before.
Finally Noah looked up. “Well, I’ve already made loose arrangements with
Richard Dutton and Henry Carsen,” he said, referring to Mission’s two large dairy
farmers who also grew vegetables on the side, “but their quality isn’t always great.
Perhaps it’s not too late to change my deals with them, though it’s not very good
business practice. They’ll think I’m not a man of my word.”
“I’m sorry,” Mary said. “I didn’t mean to –.” She was stopped by Noah’s
raising his hand, palm out to indicate she needn’t go on.
Calmly lowering his hand he said, “Don’t worry about that.” He rubbed his chin.
“I’ll buy from you at these prices” – he tapped her list on the desk in front him – “if
you’ll do me a favor.”
“All right,” Mary said, realizing afterward that she had spoken too soon.
Noah laughed and said wryly, “You haven’t done much negotiating before, have
you?” with one corner of his mouth pulled into a mischievous smile. “Shouldn’t you
find out what the favor is before you agree to it?”
Again Mary found herself blushing. “Of course,” she said. “You’re right.”
“Well, I’m glad we agree.” He smiled broadly this time and added, “I won’t
consider your agreement binding.” He leaned back again and took a deep breath, his
smile gone, before continuing, “My first guest arrives next week. As you can see, not
everything will be ready by then, least of all the kitchen. How would you like to do
some cooking?”
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“Here?” Mary asked, surprised by such an odd request.
“No, things won’t be ready, and I already have a chef who will start when the
kitchen is finished. Until then, I need someone to cook one dinner for this guest.”
“Oh,” Mary said, embarrassed yet again. “So you want me to cook at home and
then bring it here?”
“No, not exactly.”
“Then what?”
Noah smiled again to himself, a thin, tight smile, before explaining, “I thought
you might have him up to your place, let him eat there.”
Mary nearly winced. The thought of welcoming a stranger into her home and
eating with him – a man who wasn’t Paul – was more of a shock than she wished to
consider. She hardly felt comfortable even with visitors she knew, aside from Paul and
her aunt and uncle, and here was Noah asking her to allow a stranger to dine in the
intimacy of the house her father built, the house where she was born and where her
mother died, the house where – though she did not yet know it – she would, after years
of waiting, lose herself that very night to the man she loved and the only one she cared
to know, the house that was perhaps the only place where she could find comfort and
solace, the only place where she felt some semblance of a relationship with her parents,
home to nearly all her memories, both good and bad, home to all her hopes and desires
and nearly all that could exist in the world. The home that might soon be taken from
her.
In considering Noah’s request, Mary lost an awareness of time and therefore did
not know how many minutes had passed before her catching of Noah’s gaze drew her
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back to reality and she noticed her unbecomingly open mouth and vacant stare. “I,” she
managed to say, trying to collect herself. “I don’t know.” She paused, but Noah said
nothing, so she added, “I’d – what if – could I – I’d be happy to make something and
bring it – well, isn’t there a place here where he could eat? What about your house?”
Mary knew there was no way for Mark to appreciate the sanctity of her home.
“I suppose we could arrange for something,” Noah said, “but there’s more to it
than just having a place to eat. You see, this is a very special visitor. I really shouldn’t
say this, but I can trust you not to gossip, right? And if you’re going to let him into
your house you deserve to know. See, this man has a special interest in Mission. He’s
from the city and is thinking of buying some country property, and I’d like to convince
him he should buy here. If he eats with you he’ll see more of town. He’ll get a taste of
the views – I have other plans for him as well, a tour of the village and a trip to West
Newbury – but you might have the nicest spot in Mission. From your house he’ll be
able to see a good portion of town, get a feel for the lay of the land. That’s not possible
at my house. You could be a big help to me.”
“I don’t know,” Mary said emptily after a long pause, her back less rigid and her
shoulders slumping forward.
“You could be a help to Mission, too, Mary. Things are changing. The old
industries aren’t going to last, but this town still has a lot to offer – the streams, the
lake, the mountain and falls – people like this kind of place as a destination, Mary, but
not many know about Mission. We need to get the word out to the folks in the cities.
Folks with money. Tourism, that’s where things are headed, and this guest, if he likes
it here he’ll bring others back with him. It’s already happening in New Hampshire on
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Lake Winnipesauke and others. I want Mission to lead the way here in Vermont, and
with the new train stop in the village, getting here is easier than ever.”
Mary felt overwhelmed; it was more than she wanted to think about. She
preferred not to look beyond the next planting, the next harvest, the next trip to Mark’s
store. The next visit from Paul. And here was Noah talking about the far distant future
and how Mary might help shape it.
“You do this for me, Mary, and I’ll buy from you all summer. I’ll also pay for
the meals and pay you for your time, same as I do the folks working here.” He pointed
out toward the lobby where, forgotten by Mary, workers still bustled in and out.
When Mary said nothing, Noah added, “This might be the only chance you have
to save your house. I could be a help to you.”
At this Mary tightened her lips and pressed her hands down into her thighs.
Though not surprised, she did not like that people in town knew so much about each
other’s business, and liked even less that Noah brought it up now. She did, though,
have to admit that Noah had given her an opportunity to make money, an occurrence
whose scarcity she could not overlook, and she felt she had little option. “What about
Paul?” she asked.
“What about him?”
“He won’t like that I do this.”
“Maybe not. That’s not really my business, but he might understand. He’s
going to take this man fishing.”
“What?” Mary would not have been able to hide her surprise even if she had
wanted to.
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“I talked to him last night,” Noah explained. “He’s going to be Mission’s first
ever fishing guide.”
Mary did not know how to feel, but she did not like the smirk on Noah’s face.
She could not help but ask, “Are you going to pay him?”
Noah laughed. “Mary,” he said, “you know Paul better than anyone. Would he
take this man fishing just to be nice? It was all I could do to get him to agree to it.”
Mary nodded faintly, wondering what had moved Paul to do something so out of
character.
Noah stood and said, “Now if you don’t mind, I must excuse myself.” Mary
stood up as he continued, “Why don’t you come back on Tuesday and we’ll finalize
those dinner plans?”
Mary felt herself nod but could not speak. Vaguely aware of Noah waiting for
her to leave, she walked slowly out of the office and through the lobby to the large
double-door entrance where she stepped out into the now bright light of the day. As
she walked home she wondered how she would be able to explain anything to Paul
when she herself did not fully understand what had happened or why. She wondered if
she would even be able to tell him.
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Twenty-two

With the passing of one week came the day on which Paul was appointed to take a
stranger from a place he did not know fishing for brook trout. The sun fell warmly upon
his back as he walked west with his rod toward Noah’s hotel.
Crossing the bridge at North Pond, Paul stopped and looked south. The lake
glistened where it was not covered in shadow. There were no clouds in the sky. Paul
drew a breath in deeply, then exhaled slowly before moving on. He expected there to be
a hatch in Sucker Brook. It was a good time for brook trout, but Paul’s anxiety over
fishing with this stranger subdued his normal excitement.
Mark Tanner was in front of his store when Paul passed by. “Hello!” he called
out. Paul waved. “Is this the day you’re taking Noah’s stranger for brook trout?”
“It is,” said Paul, not surprised that word of his job had spread.
“There will likely be a hatch in Sucker Brook.”
“That’s where I am going,” said Paul.
He began to walk again but was stopped when Mark said, “Maybe I’ll fish there
later and see how you’re doing.” Paul, thinking this a bad idea, said nothing. Mark went
on, saying, “Maybe I’ll bring a bottle of wine for the stranger, as a way to solicit his
business.” Paul looked at him but did not speak, continuing on his way. Mark yelled,
“Good luck!”
Paul acknowledged him with a slight wave. When he neared the hotel he saw two
men standing on the porch that faced the lake. One was Noah, and Paul knew then the
other must be the stranger. Without realizing it, he slowed his pace.
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The two men stepped down off the porch to greet him. “Paul,” said Noah, raising
the hand that held his pipe, “good morning. I see you’ve brought fine weather for
fishing.”
Paul nodded only slightly. He looked at the stranger and was struck by the rubber
pants and boots the man wore and by his heavy vest from which hung pieces of
equipment Paul had never seen. He could not imagine their usefulness.
“Paul, this is Chris Johnson. He arrived just yesterday. Chris, meet Paul
Williams.”
Putting out his hand, Paul said, “Hello.”
The man looked at Noah and asked, “This is your best fisherman?” Noah
laughed. The man added, “He doesn’t look like a fisherman.”
“Don’t be fooled,” said Noah. “Paul knows the waters of Mission better than any
man living. Don’t you, Paul?”
“I suppose,” said Paul, lowering his unshaken hand.
Turning to the stranger Noah said, “Paul’s modesty is exceeded only by his ability
to catch fish.” Then he asked Paul, “Where will you fish today?”
“I thought we would start at Sucker Brook.”
“Ah, sure to be a hatch on there. An easy walk, too.”
“Will there be brook trout?” the man asked.
“The finest brook trout you could hope to see,” said Noah. “Dark purple with red
underbellies and spots the color of the rainbow. But don’t let me hold you up any
longer. I’ll get your rod.” He hurried back to the porch.
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“It’s this way,” Paul said as he began walking south toward the porch. The
stranger followed.
Noah met them and handed the man his rod. “Good luck,” he said. “I’ll see you
when you get back, Chris.” He disappeared into the hotel.
Paul and Chris began again. “They say you’re the best,” said the stranger. Paul
shrugged and squinted to his left out over the lake, rippling under a warm breeze. The
mountain, beneath no clouds, towered over the lake as it always had.
“How long have you lived in Mission?” the man asked.
“All my life.”
They walked a distance in silence before the man asked, “Is Sucker Brook the
best place for brook trout?”
Paul hesitated before telling the truth, unsure if he wanted to give such
information to anyone, let alone a stranger. In the end he decided it would do no harm to
be honest. He said, “It’s good, but I know of a place that’s better.”
“Why don’t you take me there?” the man asked, irritated.
“It’s a two-day’s walk from here.”
“What’s its name?”
Paul hesitated again. “Arboreal Brook,” he said.
The man, for a few minutes, was quiet save the squeaking of his strange rubber
pants. Then he asked, “What will the fish be feeding on?”
“We can’t be sure until we get there.”
“Yeah, but you must have some idea. You’re supposed to be this great
fisherman.”
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Paul looked at the man out of the corner of his eye. He said, “Maybe a hatch of
mayflies. Possibly mosquitos or maybe black flies.”
“There better be something.”
Paul looked straight ahead, walking. Neither said anything more until they
arrived at the brook. They reached it at the same spot where Paul and Mark had arrived
only weeks – a lifetime – ago, before Paul’s life had changed. The two men looked at the
water.
“Are there fish in this stretch?”
“Yes,” said Paul.
“Where?”
Paul pointed across the brook to where a fallen log lay half-submerged, just
upstream of an undercut. “Under the log,” he said. “Sometimes there are fish behind that
rock in the middle of the brook.”
“That’s it? I don’t like the looks of this.”
Paul said only, “There are fish.”
“What’re they eating?”
Why don’t you look for yourself? Paul thought. He took a step closer to the brook
so the man was behind him. He saw occasional ripples break the surface before being
swallowed by the running water. Paul could not see the insects being eaten.
“I’m not sure,” he said.
“Well,” said the stranger, stepping forward and looking at Paul, “what should I
use?” As he said this he raised his arms and let them fall loudly back down to his sides.

134

Paul stepped back from him and said, “I would try a small black
pattern.” Quickly the man began to search his vest. Paul looked up at the sky and
thought, What have I done?
The stranger found his fly and, as he tied it to his tippet, said, “I’m going to try
behind the log.” He did not wait for a response. Paul watched him splash loudly into the
river, wading in his rubber suit to a place where he could cast behind the log. Paul saw
two fish dart away downstream and knew then the man would catch no fish. He started
to speak but stopped himself. He did not know if it was his place to point out to a bad
fisherman the mistakes he made. Instead he moved upstream to do his own fishing, but
he did not know if the fish would allow themselves to be caught, as angry as they must be
with him for bringing such an aberration to their brook. Despite his lack of confidence he
began casting to a backwater eddy that formed behind a rock jutting out from the
bank. Many minutes later he was fighting a fish and so did not notice the stranger
walking toward him. When Paul pulled the fish to him he knelt and, holding the fish in
the water, gently removed the hook. For a few moments he admired the fish. Then he let
it go.
He was startled back into the world when the stranger said, “Why did you do
that?”
Paul stood. He said simply, “It was too small.”
“Too small?” The man shuffled and put his hands on his hips. “Too small? That
was the biggest brook trout I’ve ever seen.”
Well, Paul thought, then I hope you catch nothing today or ever in Mission,
Noah’s money be damned. You don’t deserve to catch fish if you’d keep one that small.
135

The man told Paul, “I didn’t catch anything. Not even a hit. I did get snagged in
the log twice and lost two flies in the trees on the bank. So much for your advice.”
Paul did not mention that no fisherman would have gotten a hit after scaring all
the fish as he had by wading loudly through the water in his rubber suit.
“Well, what now? I damn well better catch something today – I’m paying good
money.”
Paul thought of walking away, just leaving the man there while he went to
Mary’s, but an image of her being forced from her home kept him on the bank of the
brook in the presence of this man. He said, “There’s a pool downstream in a place where
it’s easier to cast.”
“Yeah, but are there fish there?”
“Yes,” Paul said patiently. He led the man downstream. When they arrived at the
pool he said, “See the fish rising?” The man did not speak. “It’s too deep for wading,”
Paul said, “but you can cast from over there.” He pointed with his rod. The man said
nothing. He gave Paul a condescending, skeptical glance, then headed toward the spot
Paul had pointed out.
Paul walked farther downstream to the next spot good for fishing. He could still
see the stranger and watched him fish. The man slapped his line down heavily on the
water and let it drag in such a way that his fly did not follow a natural path in the
current. No real insect would move on the water as did this man’s fly. The fish would
surely see it as a fake. And yet still Paul watched, afraid of what might happen if this
man caught a fish.
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Many minutes passed. Suddenly the man’s line went taut and he was fighting a
fish. Paul stepped toward him but stopped. Please, God, he thought, do not let this man
catch this fish. He watched the man reel. Soon his line was short and the fish lay
splashing beneath his feet. He retrieved a net from somewhere within his vest and
stooped and netted the fish. It was, Paul saw, a brook trout and small, young enough to
have been fooled by a poorly presented fly. Paul prayed for the fish’s kind treatment and
release. He watched as the man grasped the fish with his dry hand and ripped the hook
from its mouth. Paul knew then the fish would not survive even if the man threw it
back. He became ill with remorse. The man whooped with excitement. He held the fish
in two hands, gazing intently down upon it. He yelled again and, holding the fish by the
tail, whacked it hard against a nearby tree. With the fish’s death Paul’s knees became
weak. He stumbled forward and nearly fell.
The man, after putting the fish in his creel, began casting again. Paul could not
find a voice with which to stop him, nor legs with which to leave. Before long the man
hooked another fish. Paul knew immediately by the action of the man’s rod that it was
small. Surely, Paul thought, he will not keep this one. He did not. He lifted it clear out
of the water with his rod and let it fall upon the ground where it flopped in the dirt,
gasping for breath. The man stepped on it with a heavy rubber boot. He bent and,
grasping his tippet, tore the hook from out of the fish. As he turned to begin casting
again he kicked the fish back behind him into the woods away from the brook. Paul
watched the world’s most perfect and harmless creature die a miserable, undeserving
death.
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He stumbled into the thickness of the woods. He dropped his rod and fell to his
knees. There he vomited on the green summer earth, moist still from the dew of the
evening. He knelt in a state of remorse such as he had never known. “I am sorry,” he
said aloud. “God forgive me I am sorry.”

138

Twenty-three

Mary awoke and immediately felt sorry, her stomach queasy. She rolled onto her
side facing away from the window overlooking the lake and early morning sun, and drew
her knees to her chest in an effort to assuage her discomfort and turn away from the
memory of her father, who she thought surely would disapprove of what she had agreed
to do. It was enough to make her want to stay in bed, but she also felt an urge to get up
and find Paul and tell him everything, to confess her guilt and ask his forgiveness, to hear
him give it to her and say he understood, hear him offer approval; after all, by agreeing to
take the man from the city fishing, hadn’t Paul made himself complicit in pandering to
this man and his money? Mary knew, though, that it was too late for all of that. Paul was
probably already fishing with Noah’s guest; she would not see him before her
appointment with that same stranger and her decision to let one whole week pass without
mentioning anything to Paul meant that he would never believe she had wanted to discuss
with him her undertaking, had wanted his opinion, had wanted a reason to cancel the
engagement, that it was not deliberate deception but only fear and shame that kept her
from saying anything to him, fear of what he might think of her and say, shame at having
made such a repulsive agreement. Too often when imagining the conversation, the only
outcome she had been able to foresee was Paul storming off in disgust and closing
himself off from her forever, and after the intimacy she had finally developed with him
over the last few weeks, such a possibility was more than she could bear to consider, so
instead of doing what was right and telling him, she had done what was easier and let it
stay hidden, though the burden of the secret had kept her awake at night, along with the
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knowledge that such a course of action could have disastrous consequences. One night
her uneasiness had even driven Paul away.
It was the Tuesday evening after Mary had met again with Noah, when her
emotions were difficult to control. Paul had arrived – unexpected and much earlier than
usual – when Mary was still at work in her garden. Without saying anything to her he
had stationed himself on the porch steps to clean fish as usual, and seeing him had made
Mary forget what had brought her to the far northern corner of her property, where she
found herself standing among rows of corn, having momentarily lost the recollection of
walking there. She had not seen Paul approach and had in fact wished, in spite of her
loneliness, that he might not come on this night so that she could avoid having to struggle
with her decision about whether or not to tell him. And then suddenly he was there on
her porch, as if appearing out of the air, and Mary was shocked back into a reality she did
not want to face and could not avoid. After she had collected herself, she picked up her
gardening tools and took them back to her shed where she absentmindedly tidied her
arrangement of tools so as to give herself a few more minutes before having to face Paul.
When she could delay no longer she walked around to the porch.
Paul looked up and said, “Hello.”
“You’re here early,” Mary replied. She did not stop but spoke as she quickly
climbed the steps, offering Paul only the slightest of glimpses as she walked by, and was
immediately mad at herself for being so curt. Paul had watched her pass, his perplexity
evident in the way he drew his eyebrows together and pursed his lips as he paused from
gutting the fish.
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Mary washed her hands at the kitchen sink, using more water than she needed so
as to empty the pail, giving herself a reason to go to the well. She exited her cabin with a
pail in each hand, and when Paul saw, he stood and said, “I’ll do that,” reaching to take
the pails from her.
Mary said, “No, I’ll take care of it.” She kept walking.
Paul followed her and added, “I’ll go with you then. I need to wash my hands.”
Mary stopped abruptly. She did not look up at him or speak as she raised the pails
in front of her and held them there for him to take, which he finally had done after staring
at her for what seemed to her a long time. On her way back inside, she collected the fish
and cooked one, glad Paul took longer than usual at the well and did not come inside
when he returned. When the fish was done, Mary put it on a plate with a fork and the last
of the green beans she had canned the previous fall. She set the plate next to Paul
without saying anything and picked up the two pails of water to take them inside; she left
them on the counter near the sink before going to her bedroom to put on a sweater. She
knew she was not behaving well, that Paul had done nothing to deserve what must seem
to him to be impertinence, and yet she did not know how to ignore her shame and be
amiable. She knew also that, though she might like to, she could not stay inside and
ignore him, so she walked slowly onto the porch and sat silently in her rocking chair. A
damp chill had descended in the dusk, and the first star was now visible in the still-blue
sky above the mountain across the lake. Paul, who had been eating on the porch steps
with his back to the cabin, turned toward Mary when he heard the door open and close.
“You’re not eating?” he asked.
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“I’m not hungry.”
“I’m sorry,” said Paul. “Do you feel ill or is something bothering you?”
He spoke so little that Mary was often surprised at how perceptive he could be,
and was reminded that he probably usually knew more than he let on. He never pushed
her, though, probably because he himself so much disliked being prodded. It was one of
his characteristics that made Mary love him, yet tonight her recognition of that love still
was not enough to keep her answer from seeming peevish; she said, “It’s nothing. I don’t
want to talk about it.” How something could at once be so true and yet so false Mary did
not know, yet clearly felt that it was so.
Paul said nothing and turned back to the lake.
When he finished eating he went silently inside and stayed there long enough to
make Mary wonder what kept him. Returning to the porch, he descended the steps and,
putting on his hat, said, “I started a fire. Tonight will be cold.”
Mary stood up in surprise, angry with herself. “Don’t go,” she said. “I’m sorry. I
just –” she paused, unsure of what to say. “You don’t have to go.”
Paul strained his neck and looked contemplatively at the sky, as if studying the
stars or gauging the temperature. Still looking up he said, “I should get back to make my
own fire before it gets too cold.”
Mary knew that it would not be difficult for him to start a fire, no matter what the
temperature. “Please stay,” she pleaded. “I’ll make some coffee.”
“No, I should get back. I forgot that I need to tie some flies before taking Noah’s
man fishing.” He bent to pick up his rod and creel, which he slung over his shoulder.
“Paul, don’t go. I’m sorry.”
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He said simply, “Thank you for dinner.”
She hurried down the steps hoping he might kiss her or let her hug him, where she
could bury herself in his arms and all her feelings could be momentarily dissolved by his
silent understanding, but he had turned before she could reach him and she had been left
standing there, watching him walk away as she had so many times before, though for the
first time his leaving had been her fault. That night she had gone to bed angry with
herself, confused and tired and anxious, fearing it might be a while before he returned.
Fortunately he had come back the next two nights and they had enjoyed more cordial
meals, but Mary had been unable to prevent her shame from plaguing her, and on this
morning, only hours before the dinner with Noah’s stranger, they manifested themselves
in her aching stomach.
After many minutes of lying uncomfortably awake, she forced herself out of bed
and into the kitchen, where she boiled coffee and managed to eat some applesauce. Her
normal hope that grew anew each day at the sight of her growing plants was replaced by
helpless resignation, her usual morning eagerness by a nameless melancholy. Her
conflicting feelings were enough to make her want to cancel the arrangement, but then of
course there was the matter of all the money she stood to make from selling her produce
to Noah, and the desperate fear of losing her home compelled her to follow through with
the plans.

143

Twenty-four

Paul left the brook. He said nothing to the stranger, who he hoped would have no
more luck. Walking back along the carriage road Paul saw Mark Tanner coming toward
him, carrying his rod and a bottle of wine. Paul did not wish to speak to him. He turned
and walked down to the edge of the lake, hoping Mark would pass without noticing
him. Of course he did not.
“Paul!” he said in surprise, “I thought you were fishing Sucker Brook.” He
quickly added, “Where’s the stranger?”
Paul managed to say, “Fishing.”
“At the brook? Why aren’t you there?”
“I’m done fishing.”
“Oh.” Mark looked at Paul, the lake, then south along the road, then at his
feet. He said, “Well, what did you catch?”
Paul stood staring blankly out across the water to the mountain on the opposite
shore. “Nothing,” he said.
“What?”
“I didn’t catch anything.”
“No. Surely you caught something, Paul.”
Paul turned and looked directly at Mark. He said, “My creel is empty.” He
walked back up the bank to the road, leaving Mark speechless and disbelieving and
holding a bottle of wine.
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Paul went directly to the minister’s house. He left his rod and hat and empty creel
outside near the steps. Once seated in the sitting room, the minister asked, “What is it,
Paul?”
“I took a man fishing.” Paul waited. This was to him a sin. He naturally
assumed Father Thomas would understand why. He sat leaning forward with his elbows
on his knees, his hands clasped in front of his mouth. He rocked back and forth slightly,
agitated and anxious.
After a few moments the minister asked, “Why does this bother you?”
“He killed two fish that did not deserve to die.” Again Paul waited, assuming
Father Thomas would immediately issue some kind of penance, so certain was he that he
deserved a severe punishment. Disappointment overcame him when Father Thomas said
merely, “How is that your fault?”
Paul answered, “He wouldn’t have done it if I hadn’t taken him fishing.”
“Don’t be so sure. You are not to blame for the actions of another.”
“But I led him to the fish,” said Paul. “I showed him where.”
“But you didn’t encourage him to kill the fish, did you?”
“No.”
“Then you should not bear the responsibility for their deaths. They are only fish.”
At this Paul clenched his fists. He tightened his jaw to the point of discomfort
and felt a knot of anger well up inside of him. That he could make no one understand his
feelings only made them worse, and to hear a man of God speak in such a way about that
which Paul loved more than all things else made him hot with anger and frustration. He
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could not find words to express what he felt. Had he been able to, he would not have
found the tongue to give them sound. He buried his face in his hands.
When Paul said nothing, the minister asked, “Why did you take this man
fishing?”
Paul exhaled slowly to calm himself. He did not wish to lose his temper in the
house of God’s representative on earth. He said, “I’m ashamed to say.”
“In the sight of the Lord, Paul, do not be afraid, for if our hearts condemn us, God
is greater than our hearts and knoweth all things. You can tell me why you took this man
fishing.”
Paul held his eyes closed and inhaled slowly, then opened his eyes. “For money,”
he said, exhaling.
“I see. And this is what troubles you.” Paul, who could not explain his troubles,
said nothing. The minister asked, “Why do you need money?”
“I lost my job.”
“Then this money is for your survival.”
Paul hesitated. “No,” he said.
“For what, then, is the money?”
Paul thought before saying, “To help Mary.”
The minister thought a long while. At last he said, “I myself am a fisherman. I,
too, know what it is to help a woman, but I have never taken a man fishing for pay. Nor
have I ever heard anyone confess to this as a sin. I am of the opinion you have done
nothing wrong, but I sense you wish to serve a kind of penance. Is this true?”
“Yes.”
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“So be it. Do not fish again until the sun has risen three days hence. May your
heart at that time be unburdened.”
Paul closed his eyes tightly and took a deep breath. Opening them he said,
“Thank you.”
He left and gathered his things and took them back to his cabin. He sat there upon
his stump. He knew he would never forgive himself for what he had done. He hoped the
fish would understand why he had taken the stranger fishing and accept his apology for
the crime that man had committed. He hoped also that serving his penance would return
to him the luck to which he was accustomed when, in three days’ time, he again took up
his rod.
Hours passed. Then, though he had no fish nor wine nor whiskey to bring her,
Paul went to see Mary. To the west the sun sat low on the horizon, behind the hill on
which sat Mary’s home. Approaching Mark Tanner’s store, Paul saw Michael
Fitzpatrick, George Abrams and Mark huddled about the picnic table, their rods leaning
against the building. Paul did not need to hear them to know of what they spoke, but as
he drew closer he heard Michael say, “He caught nothing?” Then the men saw him and
their conversation stopped.
“Hello, Paul,” they said. Paul nodded to them without stopping, glad they did not
question him. Behind him the conversation resumed with greater intensity.
On the porch of the hotel, Noah stood watching the road, as if waiting for
someone. He saw Paul passing by and ran out, calling to him. He pretended not to
hear. Noah ran up alongside of him. “Paul,” he said. This time Paul stopped.
“I’m sorry,” Paul said, then started to walk again.
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Noah walked with him. He said, “Yes, well, of course I wish things had been
different.”
Paul said nothing.
“You shouldn’t have just left him there. He was very angry.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Well, I can understand how you felt. The trout were small.”
Paul said nothing.
“Fortunately, Mark kept him from becoming terribly upset. His wine and his
company had a good effect on Chris. I think he’ll leave here pleased and bring us more
business.”
Paul said nothing.
“Next time, Paul, I hope you’ll have a better perspective.”
Paul said, “There won’t be a next time.” He did not avert his gaze from his
forward path.
“Paul, please, come with me to my hotel and we’ll discuss this.”
“I’m going to Mary’s.”
“Paul, come with me, please.”
Paul said nothing. Noah grabbed his arm and they stopped. “Please, Paul, let’s
talk about this. Come with me back to the hotel.”
Paul turned, still without looking at Noah, and continued on his way. Noah called
after him, “At least come to my office and let me pay you!”
Paul ignored him.
“You have nothing to bring her!”
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Paul made no sign of having heard.
“Paul, please stop!”
He did not. The sun sank below the horizon and darkness came to Mission.
When Paul came within sight of Mary’s cabin, he heard the murmur of a voice
that was not Mary’s. He walked no farther. He saw the stranger’s profile through Mary’s
doorway, and an unbearable emptiness overcame him.
Paul walked home with a heavy conscience. At his cabin he put a tarpaulin, rope,
canvas blanket, his extra shirt and a half-filled jug of water into his canvas backpack,
which he slung over his shoulders. He took his creel and rod and hat down from the
wall. Then, in the dark of night, he began hiking up the mountain.
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Twenty-five

Once she completed her morning routine, Mary brought some kindling into her
kitchen, where she started a fire in her cookstove and then began making strawberryrhubarb pie, using ingredients she had gotten from the general store and charged to Noah.
Mark Tanner, ever the optimist, must have sensed her unease, because he had said to her,
“Don’t worry, Mary. It won’t be as bad as you think. Things will turn out just fine.”
She had smiled, genuinely grateful for his kindness, but of course she could not bring
herself to believe him.
With the pie in the oven Mary went out to her garden to see if she could manage
to collect enough to make a salad. Nothing was quite ready this early, of course, but she
found some kale she could use, two turnips, a couple carrots, and a small green onion.
What should have been a joyful harvesting of her labors was instead a somber and
unrewarding obligation, so much so that Mary could appreciate neither the warming sun
nor the soothing call of the mourning dove drifting steadily over her clearing. On her
way back to her cabin, though, she paused to kneel beside her peas; there she picked a
small set of the first pea tendrils to poke up out of the dark soil. She gently wiped away
the dirt, admiring their deep verdant green, and put one stem in her mouth, savoring the
damp freshness of the leaves and the crispiness of the shoot as it crunched between her
teeth. She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply through her nose, then swallowed
delicately and imagined her stomach filling with hope, the hope of potential that
reemerged every spring and reaffirmed her faith in the plentitude of the earth. For a
moment, all that worried her disappeared, dissolved by the nutrients trickling through her
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body. She thought neither of Paul nor her taxes, neither Noah nor the stranger, and only
smelled the leaves and felt the faint breeze that brushed against her cheek. Time stopped
for a long moment, vanishing in the stillness of the evening that would soon be disrupted
by the arrival of a man Mary had never seen before.
Inside, she rinsed the vegetables in a pail of cold well water, then laid them out on
the counter to dry. Noah had told her that one way or another the man from the city
would have fish to cook, so she need make only the salad and desert, and prepare the fish
when the time came.
Sleeping late, along with the slow and tedious task of making pie from scratch,
meant that it was nearly afternoon by the time the pie and salad were finished, so Mary
had only a few hours to herself before the appointed time when Noah would escort the
stranger up the hill to her cabin. She spent them hard at work in her garden, doing her
best to keep herself occupied, trying hard to recall memories of Paul or to imagine a
future in which every morning found him waking in her bed instead of his visiting a few
nights each week and staying for durations too short to be satisfying. Unfortunately,
though, she could not prevent her thoughts from drifting back to Noah and the stranger,
and part of her was eager for the dinner to come and go so that the dread and anticipation
might be over. At least that much good could come from it.
As she worked she debated with herself – on one hand she thought she might
work right up until Noah arrived with the guest and dine with him in her dirty work
clothes, as though making the dinner less appealing to the stranger might somehow make
it less unbearable for her. On the other hand, Mary knew that an enjoyable experience for
the guest would win her Noah’s favor, something she felt sure would only benefit her. In
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the end, her sense of propriety won out and though she did not fully bathe she put
considerable effort into scrubbing clean her hands and arms, neck and face; she
exchanged her overalls for a dress and sweater, brushed her hair, and, though she did not
quite understand why, she even perfumed her wrists and neck. All the while she wished
she were preparing for a carriage ride with Paul to West Newbury, home of the county
government and the only two restaurants within twenty miles. They would dine out, eat
something other than trout, then go square dancing – she had to smile at this thought, at
the miracle it would take to convince Paul to do something so extraordinary – then hold
hands as they strolled along the footbridge over the falls, which she had heard were lit up
on Saturday nights by a row of gas lamps. She imagined it to be very beautiful, the
white-rushing water tumbling below her feet, illuminated against the blackness by the
soft lamp-glow, the pointed stars dotting the sky overhead and Paul, her Paul, holding her
in his arms, bending down to kiss her. These were the modest dreams of a woman who
had never traveled more than ten miles from her home.
It was a good dream but interrupted by the approaching footsteps of two men and
their voices drifting through Mary’s open window and straight to her stomach, where
they twisted into knots that renewed her discomfort and made it difficult for her to want
to move. She did, though, forcing herself out onto her porch and down the steps to meet
her fate for the evening.
Mary was immediately struck by the stranger’s tall frame and neatly combed
black hair. He wore dark grey slacks creased down each leg and black leather boots. A
freshly starched white button-down shirt, open at the collar, hung over broad shoulders
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below a cleanly shaven sharp jaw, piercing blue eyes and a smile as disarming as it was
charming. Mary found herself enervated by his handsomeness.
“Good evening, Mary,” Noah said.
“Hello,” she returned, swinging her gaze. She had hardly noticed him until now.
“This is Chris Johnson. Chris, Mary Jenkins.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, miss.” This stranger gently shook Mary’s hand and
smiled wider, revealing straight white teeth and dimpling his cheeks. He kept his left
hand hidden behind his back.
“How do you do?” Mary asked.
“Very well, thank you. Is that pie I smell?”
Mary had relit her stove to warm the pie, and its aroma was indeed drifting out of
the cabin. “Yes,” she said. “I hope you like strawberry-rhubarb.”
“Actually,” said the stranger, pausing to think, “I don’t know if I’ve ever had it.”
Noah said, “Well, if you don’t eat it all you can bring it back to the hotel with you
and I’ll finish it. It’s my favorite.”
“You can come in and have a piece now if you’d like,” Mary told him, hoping
more to delay his departure than to be hospitable.
“Thank you, but my wife will be mad if I spoil my dinner, so I better not. Do you
mind if I show Chris around? Outside of course. I’d like to point out some things.”
“Of course not,” Mary said, all too happy to let them wander around without her.
“I’ll get the fish started, if that’s what you have there.” She nodded toward a small
canvas sack that Noah held at his side, brushing her hair behind her ear.
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“Yes, good idea,” Noah said, handing her the bag. The stranger stepped forward
as if to speak and started to lower his left hand from behind his back, but Mary took the
fish and, as quickly as she could, without saying anything more or even looking at the
stranger, returned to her kitchen, thankful to be able to cook the fish alone. She had
worried about what kind of awkward conversation might have to take place while they
waited for it. She opened the sack and was surprised to find two very small, gutted brook
trout; in fact, she had never seen fish so small. She wondered what Paul had thought of
this stranger’s keeping them, knowing he would have been upset – yet unable to imagine
the severity of his reaction that morning. She lamented his absence as much as the
stranger’s presence, and also wondered how Noah intended to keep Paul away from her
cabin tonight, as he assured her he would when she had last visited him at the hotel and
pleaded with him to do so, even though it had only further increased her guilt to make
such a request.
She put the fish in the already-hot iron skillet atop her stove that she had prepared
for the purpose, adding a small chunk of butter to cook the fish the way Paul had showed
her long ago. By now Noah and the stranger had walked around to the western side of
her house and she could hear the indistinguishable murmuring of their voices drifting
through her westward window. She poured herself a small glass of whiskey to calm her
nerves, drank it quickly and put the glass and bottle away in a cupboard. She flipped the
fish as Noah and the stranger returned to the front of the house, where she went out to
meet them.
“You’re a lucky woman,” Noah said, “to get to see the sun set like that every
night.” The orange, fading light traveled on beams that almost seemed to slant upward in
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the encroaching night. He continued, “Well, I ought to be going while my old eyes still
have light enough to see.” It was not until that moment that Mary paused to consider
how the stranger might get back to the hotel. It was not a long walk and nearly
impossible to get lost, but darkness might disconcert some. Did Noah expect her to take
the stranger back? A new worry was added to those that already plagued her and she
wished Noah to stay, but in her momentary paralysis brought on by her concern over the
evening’s conclusion she could think of nothing to say at all, let alone something that
might keep him there to delay the increase in discomfort she already felt.
“Thank you, Mary,” he went on. He then shook the stranger’s hand and said,
“Chris, I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Thank you. Good night.”
“Good night.” With a final nod in her direction, he added, “Mary,” and turned to
walk away down the track, leaving the new acquaintances there in a silence that
frightened Mary.
“You do have quite the view,” the stranger said. “On both sides.”
“I know,” Mary managed. “I’m very lucky.”
“You’ve lived here all your life?”
“Yes. My father built the cabin.”
“He picked the right spot.” In the silence that followed, both Mary and the
stranger stood gazing around the clearing until he said, “Where are your parents now?”
“They’ve both passed.”
“I’m sorry, I had no idea,” he said quickly. “Noah didn’t tell me. I wouldn’t have
brought it up.”
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Mary waved her hand dismissively in front of her face and said, “Don’t worry. It
happened a long time ago.”
“That must be hard for you.”
Mary smiled a flat, empty smile at the ground, then looked up and said, “Maybe
we should eat. The fish is getting cold.”
“Right, of course.” He followed Mary into the cabin, stooping as he did so to
pick up the bottle of wine that Mark Tanner had given him, which he had left near the
bottom of the steps before Noah had begun the tour, and which Mary had not noticed.
The kitchen table was already set with two plates, each containing one of the fish,
bracketed by a polished steel fork and knife. A wooden bowl with the salad sat in the
middle of the table, which was lit by two large candles that, along with a third sitting on a
chest against the opposite wall and a flickering glow from the wood burning in the
fireplace, fully illuminated the interior of the cabin, save for the bed and wash rooms,
whose doors were closed. Night had not yet fully settled – had it been Paul there and not
the stranger, the gloaming would have been light enough – but Mary would have been
even less comfortable trying to entertain this visitor in the magical intimacy of the soft
and slowly fading light of dusk than she already was in the warm and constantly moving
light of the candles and fire. There was something about sharing the dusk with Paul that
Mary loved, the way the emptying light seemed to tighten the space they occupied
together, narrowing it until even the lake and mountain nearly vanished except in
memory, and all that existed was the two of them on the porch beneath the stars, drawn
nearer to each other as the world shrank down to the size of her cabin, as if it were the
only point remaining in time and space. Paul would have to stay because, until morning
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at least, there was nowhere else to go in the world. Such was what she wanted to believe,
but of course the illusion was destroyed each time Paul left, instantly expanding Mary’s
purview to include all of Mission, which to her was nearly everything. Tonight, though,
she needed the artificial light to press against the encroaching darkness, to keep the world
from shrinking, leaving space for this visitor to enter when he finally left the hilltop
privacy that she so dearly coveted.
Mary offered her guest the seat nearest the window, and as he sat he showed her
the bottle and asked, “Do you drink wine?”
She could not help feeling surprised; it had been an effort to get Paul to bring her
wine, and now here was this handsome stranger from the city offering her some as though
it cost and meant nothing. To drink it, she thought, might somehow be a violation of
what she shared with Paul, but she did not want to rude, and so answered diplomatically,
“Sometimes.”
“Such as when you have an awkward dinner with someone you’ve just met?”
Mary, still standing at her counter, blushed and momentarily looked away.
Before she could say anything he went on, “Look, I know this must be strange for you.
To be honest, it’s not what I had in mind when I made arrangements with Noah, but he
insisted it would be fine and I couldn’t change his mind.”
Mary said, “I just don’t have many visitors here.”
“I won’t stay long. I’d leave now and lie to Noah later but I’d feel rude not eating
all this food you made. It looks delicious.”
Mary, unsure of what to say, surprised by his candor and seemingly kind
understanding, said nothing.
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“So, are you going to make me eat alone?” the visitor asked after a moment,
smiling.
“No, of course not. I was just – I’m sorry, I was trying to remember where I left
my corkscrew.” She rummaged through a few drawers before she found it, then brought
it with two glasses to the table and sat herself.
She dished salad onto both plates as the stranger opened the bottle and asked,
“This all came from your garden?”
“Yes. I picked it all today. I apologize it’s so sparse. It’s really still too early for
anything to be ready, so I had a hard time finding enough.”
“It looks great. I’m surprised anything’s even growing. I imagine the winters up
here are quite a bit longer than down near the city.”
“I wouldn’t know.” Mary picked up her fork and knife and cut into the fish but
then realized she must have sounded curt, so she added, “I mean, I’ve never been out of
Vermont, so I don’t know how the winters compare.”
“Really?” asked the guest, pouring wine.
“That’s plenty for me,” Mary said.
“You’ve really never been out of Vermont?”
“No.”
They both began eating. The stranger said, “This fish is delicious. This is why I
came up here.” He took another bite and Mary watched as he savored it. “That guide of
Noah’s wasn’t any help, though,” he said, shaking his head. “The son of a bitch took me
to the river and then just left. Didn’t even say anything. Can you believe that? I told
Noah not to pay him.”
158

Mary froze with a forkful of salad suspended halfway between her plate and
mouth before slowly lowering her fork as she realized that things must have been worse
for Paul than she could have judged simply by the size of the fish.
“I’m sorry. Pardon my language.”
Mary resumed eating after a glance at the stranger and an affected smile.
“So what do you do?” he asked.
“What do you mean?”
“For work. For fun. You’ve never been out of Vermont, so what do you do
here?”
“I garden.”
“That’s it?”
“I knit. Twice a week I help Mrs. Abrams in the afternoon.”
He looked at her without understanding, so she explained, “She’s the school
teacher. I read to the younger children while she teaches arithmetic to the upper
students.”
“So you garden, knit, and read.” He took a bite of fish and continued, “I’m sorry,
but that sounds pretty boring. You should visit New York.”
“Oh, I probably wouldn’t like it there.”
“You might. There’s something there for everyone. You’d be amazed at how
much there is to do. Theater, music, silent films, all kinds of restaurants. Do you like the
opera?”
He might as well have been speaking a foreign language. “I wouldn’t know,”
Mary said quietly, gazing wistfully westward at the last streaks of light emerging from
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behind the Adirondacks. In a moment of weakness she tried to imagine herself strolling
down a busy city street next to this good-looking stranger, headed to some excitement or
other, before realizing she didn’t even know what that setting might look like, and her
own ignorance of affairs beyond her little town brought her back to earth. It was useless
to waste time thinking about a life that could never be hers even if she wanted it. She had
enough other concerns.
Wishing to pursue another subject, Mary asked, “What do you do?”
“I’m a real estate developer.”
Mary, having never heard of the profession, asked, “What does a real estate
developer do, exactly?”
“I work primarily with home builders and hotels, trying to find the next popular
area where they might be able to attract visitors and residents.”
“Noah tells me that’s why you’re here.”
“Well, in part, yes. More wine?”
Mary shook her head and held up her hand, so the stranger poured himself a glass.
She asked, “So this is more of a vacation?”
“Not entirely. I have a hotelier looking to build in a place like this, so I’m partly
scouting and partly fishing, just for the weekend.”
“But we already have a new hotel. And everyone in Mission is wondering who
will fill that one.”
The stranger scooped up the last of his salad and took a drink of wine. He said,
“You would be surprised how many people leave the city every weekend or take long
vacations in the summer. They’re all newly rich and they’re all looking for a place just
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like this. In just a few blocks in Manhattan there are enough people who frequently
travel to New England to fill Noah’s hotel several times over, and with that new train
station so close this lake could easily support another hotel if the owners marketed it well
in New York and Boston. Noah has the right idea.”
Mary imagined Mission filling every Friday with strangers riding carriages up
from the village, their trunks strapped to the back; she pictured them overrunning the
shores of the lake, Mark Tanner’s store, the trail up the mountain to Shining Trout. She
thought of Paul competing with outsiders for space to fish, dreading the day he might
come to her having caught nothing. So Noah was not crazy after all, and soon more
people like this stranger would be coming to her tiny rural town with its beautiful lake
and mountain and rivers and quiet and close community. She wondered what would be
lost.
“How about that pie?”
“What?” Mary asked, shaking herself back to the present.
“The pie you made. May I try a piece?”
“Of course. Yes.” Mary stood and took the two empty plates to the sink, got two
others and brought them to the table along with the pie and a clean knife she used to cut
two pieces.
As the sun disappeared at last, as Mary picked idly and without appetite at her pie,
as the stranger ate a second piece and complimented her and poured more wine and
talked about the city and asked her about Mission, Mary answered and managed to feign
interest, but her mind was elsewhere, and had she known that Paul had come and gone in
the darkness, afraid of what he had found in the only place that could provide him
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comfort when he wasn’t fishing, she would have sunk into despair, unable to carry on the
conversation or even to care about what she stood to gain or lose from Noah’s favor or
resentment.
At last the stranger got up from his chair and said, “Thank you for dinner. It was
quite good.”
“You’re welcome.”
“Now how should I bring Noah some pie?”
“Oh, I don’t know.” Mary thought a moment. “I don’t have anything suitable to
put it in. Why don’t I just bring him some tomorrow?”
“Fine with me.” He began walking toward the door.
“Your wine,” Mary said.
“Oh no,” he replied, glancing at the nearly empty bottle on the table, “you keep
it.”
“I wouldn’t feel right.”
“Please. I brought it as a gift. In fact, I should apologize for leaving so little.”
Mary acquiesced, more out of an eagerness for him to leave than out of
acceptance, and followed him onto the porch. They stood in silence for a moment before
Mary said, “Oh, I forgot.” She went inside and returned with a lit candle on a small
pewter holder. She held it out to the stranger. “For your walk home,” she said, hoping he
would not ask her to accompany him.
“That won’t be necessary,” he replied. “The breeze would probably just blow it
out. Thank you, though.”
Mary set the candle atop her railing and waited silently for him to go.
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“I hope I wasn’t too much of a burden tonight,” he said.
“Not at all.” What else could she say? As uncomfortable as the evening had
been, she had to admit to herself that it had not been as bad as she had expected. If not
for the stranger’s understanding, it could have been much worse.
“Well, thank you.” He bent and kissed Mary on the cheek. The extreme
unexpectedness of the gesture made Mary cringe and shuffle backwards slightly, but not
fast enough to avoid him. He did not seem to notice, saying as he descended the porch
steps, “Perhaps I’ll see you again. Until then, good night.”
Mary did not reply, only watching as he disappeared into the night. She rubbed
her hand firmly against her cheek, as though to remove the stranger’s residue, then went
inside to clean her kitchen as quickly as she could to erase the evidence of this unusual
effort to earn the money she hoped would save her home, all the while knowing it would
be some time before the memory faded.
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Twenty-six

The next day after church the talk was only of Paul’s having fished and caught
nothing.
“Is no’ possible,” said Matthew St. Pierre to George Abrams.
George answered, “Mark told me, and he was the one who spoke to Paul
yesterday.”
“I don’t believe it,” said James Mitchell. “That’s never happened to Paul.”
The three men stood in the shadow of the church. Elsewhere the sun shone warm
and bright. Men and women gathered in small groups while the children ran and played
in the churchyard.
“I don’t want to believe it, but it’s true.”
“Is no’ possible,” Pierre repeated.
“You have to hear it from Mark. Mark!” George waved the stump of his arm to
catch Mark’s attention. “Mark, tell these men what happened yesterday.”
Mark joined them and recounted his meeting with Paul.
“How was he?” asked James.
“What do you mean?” said Mark.
“You say he caught nothing. Was he angry, upset, downcast?”
“He was clearly upset at something, but I’m not sure what it was.”
“What time you see ’im?” asked Pierre.
“Not quite midday.”
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Pierre said, “So he could ’ave fish many more hours an’ could ’ave caught
somet’ing.”
“I suppose,” said Mark.
“So what made him so upset?” asked James.
George said, “Maybe the stranger had something to do with it.”
“Possibly.”
“Stranger?” asked Pierre.
James said, “You haven’t heard? Paul took a stranger fishing who is staying at
the new hotel.”
“Why he do dat?”
Mark said, “I heard that Noah hired him.”
“He took the man fishing for pay,” George added.
“I find this hard to believe,” said Matthew.
“It’s not so crazy,” said James. “He lost his job at the mill, and there’s Mary’s
house to think about.”
“I don’t like this.”
George said to Mark, “What about the fish the stranger caught?”
“They were the smallest brook trout I’ve ever seen anyone keep, but he wouldn’t
stop bragging about them.”
Just then the minister, who always mingled with his parishoners following a
service, joined the group of men. He, as usual, carried a Bible. He said, “Days such as
these are gifts from the Lord.”
The men put their hands in their pockets and looked about in discomfort.
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“Why do you seem unhappy? Should we not rejoice and give thanks and praise to
God almighty for bestowing on us such fine weather?”
No one replied immediately. The minister crossed one hand over the other on top
of his Bible, which he held in front of his waist.
Finally George said, “We should, Father; it’s just that we were discussing Paul
Williams.”
Father Thomas said, “Yes, I see. And what, exactly, is your concern?”
“Well,” George continued after glancing at the others, “you know that he caught
nothing yesterday?”
“I do.”
“And he was not in church today,” added Mark, “and yesterday took a man
fishing for pay.”
“I am aware,” said the minister. “And this bothers you?”
The men glanced at each other and at the ground. James said, “We’re worried
about what it means.”
“Is it possible it means nothing?” the minister asked.
“Oui,” said Pierre, “but we don’ know, an’ dat is problem.”
The others nodded.
The minister told them, “That is one of the things that makes life what it is. If
each of us knew all things, what would be the point in living? God alone knows all, and
if in him we place our faith, the things we do not know will work out as they should.” He
smiled and added, “Worry not, my friends. Trust in Him and His plan,” then began to
walk away.
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Matthew said quickly, “But what if we fish and catch nothing?”
The minister turned around and asked, “What fisherman has not fished without
success? There are worse things in the world. Have faith, my sons.”
The men watched him leave. Pierre scuffed the ground and said, “I ’ave to go.”
“Me too,” said James.
After they left, George asked Mark, “Will you fish today?”
“I don’t know. I’ll decide later.”
They nodded to one another and then walked their separate ways out into the sun
that bore down upon Mission.
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Twenty-seven

Late that afternoon, Mary found Noah in his office at the hotel. The brightness of
the sun glinted off of the small waves that a southwesterly breeze pushed up on the lake,
and out of the window of Noah’s office Mary could see a single sailboat slicing through
the water toward the mountain, which now stood fully green, though it seemed emptier in
its lack of mature trees.
Noah looked up from his ledger book to greet her.
“I brought the rest of the pie,” Mary said as she placed it on the edge of his desk.
He leaned forward to lift the small towel covering it and looked underneath,
saying, “That looks delicious. I’m sure my wife will like a piece after dinner tonight.”
He dropped the towel and sat back against his chair.
Mary, unsure of what to say, stood uncomfortably with her hands clasped in front
of her, glancing idly out the window, down at her feet, toward the pie on the desk.
Finally Noah said, “I want to thank you for last night. Chris said he had a very nice
time.”
Mary forced a smile. “I’m glad,” she said. “Is he still here?”
“No, he left for the train station about two hours ago. I took him out on the lake
this morning to fish and to see some property, then he packed up and left to get back to
the city tonight.”
“Oh,” Mary said.
“He asked me to give you this.” Noah stood and reached across the desk with a
post card. Mary stepped forward to take it and then stepped back again as Noah returned
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to his chair, adding, “I think his visit was rather successful for us. He assured me it won’t
be long before his friends make a visit. Hopefully word will begin to spread.”
“That’s good.” Mary’s curiosity compelled to add, “Chris told me a company
from the city might buy some land here to build another hotel.”
“That’s right,” Noah replied as he picked up his pen and glanced at his ledger,
surprising Mary with his unconcerned response.
“Aren’t you worried?”
“About what?” Noah asked, looking up with pursed lips and narrow eyes.
“Oh, I just thought – well, I was wondering if that might not be good for your
business.”
“I don’t think so. A New York company building here will advertise in New
York, and that’s what I need – advertising. In fact, I’m already working on a deal with
that company to advertise for both of us.”
“I see.” Mary wondered how she felt about Noah’s casual confidence. She liked
feeling assured that she might have a steady market for her produce but worried how
constant visitor traffic might change her town. She suddenly felt the need to keep her
home more acutely than ever, knowing how much she would appreciate having her
hilltop retreat as a refuge from what she imagined would be a bustle she would not like at
all.
“Well,” Noah said, beginning to write in his book, “thank you very much for the
pie. I’ll be sure to get your tin and towel back to you after we’ve finished it.” Looking
back up with a smile he added, “I’m sure that won’t be long.” He returned to his book to
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continue writing in earnest and made no mention of his previous night’s encounter with
Paul.
Mary left after exchanging farewells, and after she paused on the lawn in front of
the hotel to admire the sailboat she examined the post card. On the front was a painting
of the Statue of Liberty, which she recognized from having studied it in her schoolgirl
days, against the New York City skyline. On the back was a note that read,

Dear Mary,
Thank you for the wonderful evening. I hope you won’t mind if I call on
you again the next time I visit Mission. If you ever make a trip to New
York send for me and I will entertain you and give you a place to stay.
Yours, Chris

Mary slipped it into a pocket on the front of the jacket she wore; she could not
help but wonder what it would be like to visit such a foreign place. Walking around the
hotel to the road, though, she knew she would never leave Vermont.
She traveled along the carriage road to the north end of the lake, past Mark
Tanner’s store, over the bridge at North pond and into the loggers’ camp, where she
passed a surprising number of obviously abandoned shacks. She made her way to Paul’s
cabin, where she was not surprised to find him gone; she assumed he was off fishing,
though of course she had no way of knowing just how far away his fishing had taken him.
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Twenty-eight

In the morning Paul awoke hungrily to the sound of running water. After leaving
his cabin he had walked two days and camped three nights without eating. The first night
he camped atop the mountain, near the cliffs that looked out over the lake. He had stared
across the water at the clearing where Mary’s house stood visible under a half moon that
shone brightly in a sky that held no clouds, and he did not sleep. The second night, Paul
strung his tarpaulin between two oak trees deep inside the forest that grew on the
mountain’s eastern flank. The mountain stood tall and dark between his camp and
Mission, which now lay well to the west. All that day he had seen nothing but trees and
had heard only the wind blowing through their leaves. The following evening, before
sunset, Paul arrived at Arboreal Brook, so named for the many trees that grew on the
small islands found along much of the brook’s length. His penance was not then
complete so he did not fish. He set up his tarpaulin at the edge of the brook and waited.
With the rising of the third sun came the end of Paul’s absence from fishing. He
felt weak and tired and determined to catch fish so that he might eat and feel renewed and
alive again and worthy of holding a brook trout in his hands. It was, though, still
early. The air hung damp and cold. No insects flew or floated yet on the water. No fish
rose to eat. Paul waited at the edge of the brook. He could see fish idling in the pockets
of slow water and felt later he would catch them.
Hours passed. The brook ran through a small valley densely covered with trees,
so it was some time before the sun’s rays slanted through the branches steeply enough to
warm the air. Paul watched the world slowly come alive. First the birds sang. Then Paul
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saw grey squirrels scamper across the forest floor. Insects arrived and the fish began to
rise, and always there was the sound of the water.
Paul threaded his rod carefully and first tried a grey-bodied pattern with white
wings. He floated it slowly through the dead water at the inside of a curve in the brook,
where a pool formed beneath the branches of a maple sapling. He could see the outline
of a fish hanging at the bottom of the pool. Three times Paul watched his fly float above
the fish. Three times the fish rose but did not strike. Paul tied a smaller, darker fly to his
tippet and cast again, but this time his line became entangled in the exposed roots of a
tree. In freeing his line Paul spooked the fish, which swam away downstream.
He followed the fish and found a pool set behind two boulders, one on either side
of the brook. Trees leaned out from the banks for the length of the pool. Paul walked
into their shadows, just upstream of the boulders. He stepped into the water and the chill
that ran up his spine from his legs caught his breath short. He crept behind one boulder,
hidden him from the fish in the pool which would otherwise have seen him. He watched
as ringlets from rising fish formed in the pool and soon began casting. His fly landed
gently on the water and he let it drift downstream. On his fourth cast a fish struck. Paul
sprang up straight. His rod bent against the fish, his line taut with beads of water
bouncing from it and falling back into the brook. The beads shone in places where the
sun dappled the surface of the water. The fish tried to run downstream, but Paul would
not let it. It angled across the pool, tight against his line. Paul stepped back on shore and
moved downstream to a place where he could land the fish. The fish turned back toward
him. As he took in line the fish leaped out of the water. When it splashed down again his
line hung limp, dead and dragging in the current.
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So went the rest of the day for Paul. He fished over one mile of the brook, more
full of trout than any he knew or had heard of. He hooked many of them, fought many of
them, but caught none. Twice he had fish splashing at his feet, and just as he was
reaching down to pull them out of the water, they broke free and swam painfully away
from him.
As the light of the day dimmed Paul made his way back to his tent. Occasionally
he cast, but the fish were no longer active and he was tired – physically tired and weak, as
well as tired of catching no fish. He neared his tent as darkness enveloped the brook. He
walked through the water near where his tent stood dark and quiet between two trees that
cut dark lines in the forest. He paused in the middle of the brook. Tired as he was, he
had patience enough for one more cast. With water swirling around his legs, he made a
short cast and let his line drift downstream. When enough of it had paid out he began to
reel, disheartened to feel no fish. He reeled slowly and then suddenly a fish ran with his
line diagonally downstream. Paul snapped his rod back to set the hook. He could not see
the end of his line but felt the fish, strong and swimming hard. Gradually Paul pulled it
closer. Twice the fish leaped out of the water and shook, and in the emerging moonlight
its body shone orange and silver and twisted violently against the hook in its
mouth. Water sprang from it in drops that glistened dimly as they fell back into the
brook. With each jump Paul leaned back with his rod, keeping his line tight and the hook
firmly in the fish’s jaw. He took in line only when the fish let him. After many minutes
he could see it splashing in the shallow water where he stood. His heart beat with the
splashing of the fish and though he did not know it he had begun to sweat in the cool
night air. All things vanished save only he and the fish. Bending to pick it up Paul held
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his breath. He grasped it with one hand around its belly and then it slipped through his
grip and the hook did not hold and the fish was gone, moving downstream into the
darkness. Paul stood slowly. For a moment his life stopped and there was no
time. There were no rocks and no trees and no sun fading in the western sky and no
moon rising. There was only his rod in his hand and the water falling relentlessly on into
the distance and a fish swimming away from him forever.

174

Twenty-nine

Back in Mission, a cold, steady rain had begun to fall. Great billows of rolling
grey clouds had swept down from Hudson Bay through the broad plains of Canada and
bounced off the eastern flanks of the Adirondack Mountains, before the prevailing wind
had pushed them farther eastward until they were bottled up against the mountain; unable
to rise high enough to pass beyond it, the clouds hung heavy and low to the earth and
dropped the moisture they had pulled up from that terrific bay. Cloud piled against
cloud, pressing down on the narrow valley of the lake so that a fog nestled among the
trees and crept silently over the town, muffling the sound of the raindrops that fell softly
and quietly, plunking into the lake and washing over the land, sliding into rivulets and
muddy streams that carried silt down off of the mountain and into the basin of water at its
bottom. Thousands of years ago an advancing glacier had dug a deep trench and pushed
up an enormous mound of earth to form the mountain, and when it retreated its clean melt
water had seeped into the trench to form the lake. Now, the falling rain water sought to
reclaim what its frozen counterpart had so long ago built, dragging particle after tiny
particle of the mountain back down into the flooded trench, where the sediment drifted
out into the lake and eventually settled on the murky bottom, falling as slowly and gently
as had the fog that now blanketed all of Mission.
The fish, made slow and lethargic by the low atmospheric pressure, failed to take
any interest in the flies or lures that the men of the town presented to them. Even the men
fishing with live bait – worms and crayfish – had very little luck. With no jobs, no fish to
catch and little work they could accomplish outside, most of the men developed an
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irritated restlessness. They took to spending hours leaning against porch pillars,
wandering back and forth between their homes and Mark Tanner’s store, or pacing
around kitchens – stopping every few minutes to lean against a counter and peer upward
out of a window, grimacing when they discovered no break in the clouds or fog or rain.
At the meeting of the Mission Ladies’ Society, James Mitchell’s wife, Tori,
confessed to the others that her husband had become difficult to live with. “I can’t get
him out from underfoot,” she said. “Yesterday he tried to help me with the wash, but
slopped around in the barrel so, why he darn near flooded the pantry. I know he meant
well but he just made more work for the both of us. And every time I turn around there
he is bumpin’ into me or gettin’ in my way.”
Mrs. Abrams confided, “I for one am ready for that hotel to open so my George
can get back to work. Hasn’t caught a fish in days so he just sulks around the house, but I
won’t stand for it. One arm or not, I’ll not pity him. We all have our trials in this life.”
Matthew St. Pierre’s wife, Anne, said, “And the glass factory – we need that to
get up and going. Matthew tells me construction’ll start soon, but not soon enough if you
ask me. Michelle, you might be the only one not affected by this weather.” Outside, the
rain pattered steadily against the windows of the church basement, where the women met
twice a month to plan church socials, organize fundraising events and develop ways to
help the less fortunate members of the town.
“Or the mill closing,” Tori added.
“Not exactly,” Michelle answered. “Nobody’s got money to spend. Mark just
complains about all the men who just loiter around the store. Present company’s
husbands excluded, of course.”
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The others glanced at each other suspiciously.
“He can’t catch anything, either,” Michelle went on innocently, “and he keeps
talking about how it’s all because Paul’s gone. I tell him he’s crazy, but he’s got himself
convinced it’s no coincidence.”
“I’ll never understand their regard for that man,” Anne said. “He seems a little
peculiar if you ask me, as quiet as he is, and what he has going on with that Mary Jenkins
doesn’t quite seem right.”
“Be nice now, Anne,” Tori chided. “They’ve both had a tough life, losin’ their
parents as young as they did. It’s good they have each other, and if gettin’ Paul back gets
James outta the house I’ll be thankful.”
“George speaks highly of him, and that’s enough for me,” Mrs. Abrams said.
“And if Paul comes back and George starts catching fish and stops sulking around the
house, well, that will be good for all of us.”
Michelle added, “Mark was so grateful he took him fishing. Wouldn’t stop
talking about how many fish he caught that day. He is a bit odd, though, I’ll give you
that much.”
Eventually the discussion turned to more pertinent matters of the church and
philanthropy. Had the women known that Paul, on the other side of the mountain where
no rain fell to inhibit the fishing, was experiencing his own difficulties trying to catch
fish, they might not have been so hopeful that his coming back might return Mission to
its accustomed state of mind.
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Thirty

When Paul awoke the next day he smelled fish cooking and heard the crackle of
fire. His hunger became sharp and painful inside of him. He crawled out of his tent and
slowly stretched his limbs while his eyes adjusted to the light. A cloud hung over the
brook upstream and down so that Paul could see no more than ten yards in any
direction. He could barely perceive, across the brook from his tent, the source of the
smell that cut into his empty stomach. Smoke drifted up from a fire until it melded with
the cloud; flames flickered in and out of visibility as the cloud wavered in the light
morning breeze. Paul squinted to look closely and there, beside the fire on a log, sat an
old man, intently tending to the fish whose odor dismayed Paul.
Paul waded across the river. The cold of the water bit his legs, making him shiver
in the damp morning air. He paused to splash water onto his face and drink from his
cupped hands. He looked downstream and watched a moment as the water fell
effortlessly away from him, resting briefly in small pools before running through riffles
and drifting over rocks and between boulders. Fish that had never heard the splashing of
a man nor seen a fake fly swam there. The cloud lightened in the ever-brightening sun
and always, always there was the brook and the sound of its water and the fish that lived
there.
When Paul reached the shore the man said, “I am sorry for disturbing you.” He
did not look up from the fish. He had a long grey ponytail and the dark, wrinkled skin of
an Algonquin Indian, some of whom occasionally passed through Mission.
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“I thought, though,” the man went on, “you could use some food. Have a
seat.” The cloud opened to reveal to Paul a flat rock near the fire, and this is where he
sat.
“I am sorry you caught nothing,” the man said.
After a long moment of silence Paul asked, “How did you know?”
The man waited longer than necessary before saying slowly, “A man who comes
this far into the woods to fish needs to eat what he catches. To eat what he catches he
must build a fire. You built no fire.”
At last the man looked up. He stood and reached his hand out to Paul. “My name
is Paehtawae, but white men call me Joseph,” he said.
Paul stood and told the man his name. They shook hands over the fire, then sat.
“You are from Mission?”
“Yes,” said Paul. “And you?”
“Far away,” he said with a vague wave of his hand. He reached behind him and
pulled a shirt from his backpack. With it he lifted the thin, flat rock on which the fish
cooked next to the fire. He handed it to Paul.
“Thank you,” said Paul. “You don’t want it?”
“I have already eaten.”
Paul began to eat. Slowly the mist was clearing. The air warmed in the
brightening sun, and Paul savored the taste of the trout.
After letting Paul eat in silence, the man asked, “Do you know why you caught
nothing?” He spoke with a tone that indicated he would provide an answer if Paul did
not. Paul looked up at him, too surprised to respond. Joseph waited for some time, then
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returned Paul’s perplexity with his own steady gaze, assured of the certainty of what he
was about to say. “You were not ready,” he said.
Paul sat thinking of this. He had expected something different, a comment having
to do with the weather or the water conditions or time of year. He was reminded of what
the minister had said during his last visit.
“When fish feel they act and then it is gone and they float in the current, as if
nothing had happened.” The man poked the fire with a stick he had picked up off the
ground. “Man is different. He has guilt and a long memory and he cannot let go.”
A silence followed in which Paul sat and stared at the fire. The sound of the
brook filled the air.
“Sometimes,” the man said, “you must let go.”
Neither spoke for a time, then Paul said, “Thank you for the fish.”
“Do not thank me. Thank the Great Provider.”
By now the cloud had disappeared, leaving a clear sky in its place. The sun
warmed the air and the man let the fire crumble and extinguish itself.
“Tell me of the fishing in Mission,” he said.
Paul thought. “It’s not like it used to be.” He paused, then said, “I still catch
good fish, but not as often as I used to.”
“Why?”
“I’m not sure, but no more than a month ago, fishing the brook that falls off the
mountain, I came across two dead trout floating in the slow water at the inside of
curves. I don’t know how they died. I’ve never had that happen before.”
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The man rubbed his hands together. He looked about him at the trees and at the
clear water running through the brook. “Do the white men continue to harvest trees?” he
asked.
Paul said, “Not anymore. There’s nothing left to harvest.”
“There has been rain?”
“Yes.”
“Is the water in the brook thick, or does it remain clear?”
Paul looked at this man, curious to know how he knew so much. “Thick,” he
said.
Joseph looked sadly at the brook and said, “The fish you saw suffocated.”
Paul said nothing, but a question crept over his face. The man asked, “Do you not
see?”
Paul said simply, “No.”
The man tapped his stick on the ground. “With no trees to hold it in place the rain
washes the soil off the mountain into the brook. Trout cannot breathe in dirty water.”
Paul again looked around. The truth of what the man said frightened
him. Looking at the brook Paul said, “So this will continue until the trees grow back.”
The man nodded.
Paul thought of the stranger in rubber pants whom he had taken fishing. He
thought also of more men like him coming to Mission and keeping small brook trout. It
was a thought that disheartened him. Looking at the water of the brook, he could not
help but feel guilty at having been involved with things he knew would be responsible for
the decline of fishing he foresaw in his town.
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Joseph stood. “I must be going,” he said and began piling dirt on the smoldering
fire. Paul stood and helped him. When they were satisfied Paul said, “Thanks again for
the fish.”
They shook hands. Joseph said, “When you fish today, think of nothing
else. Make your luck well.” They nodded at one another. Joseph picked up his rod and
hat and creel and backpack, and faded into the woods. Later that day Paul caught a small
brook trout of the darkest purple he had ever seen.
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Thirty-one

On the third day of rain, puddles began to form in Mary’s garden. She had spent
the previous day digging irrigation ditches to channel the water away from her plants,
and her mild success had kept her hopeful, but when the rain did not slacken and the
puddles gathered in her furrow, even where she had planted on the slope of her hill, she
began to worry that she might lose her crops, and with them nearly all hope of keeping
her home. She was further concerned because for three days in a row she had awoken
feeling nauseous and had even vomited on the third day. At first she thought that
perhaps, due to the rain, she had become afflicted with a mild flu, but her symptoms
had disappeared by lunch each day only to return again the next morning, confusing her
self-diagnosis. With little work to do and in need of comfort, she donned her working
boots and overalls and rain jacket to walk to Paul’s cabin, hoping she might find him
there or at least speak to someone who could affirm that he had returned to town,
though she knew that if she discovered that he were back and had not come to see her
she would not be comforted. Such an outcome would at least be better, she felt, than
uncertainty, and so she left her house to enter the rain and fog.
She very carefully navigated the mud-slick carriage track down her hill and as
she passed the new hotel, Mark Tanner’s store, the houses near North Cove, and the
loggers’ village, she lamented the quiet that pervaded the town. She encountered no
human activity and had nothing but the sound of persistent rain to accompany her,
where only a few days before there had been the usual busyness of people ardently
pursuing their work and of nature blossoming into its summer fullness. Now, all lay
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soaked into stillness by an unrelenting rain held in place by the mountain that was itself
slowly being eroded by the very rain it prevented from passing over its great height.
Mary did not think of the mountain, nor did she consider the rain beyond its effects on
the townspeople and especially their crops, and of course she did not find Paul at his
cabin. Rather than the relief or comfort she had hoped to find, she instead found more
worry – worry about Paul’s well-being and about what effect this period of separation
and apprehension might have on their relationship. Downcast and dejected, Mary could
think of nothing to do but return to her own cabin.
Along the way she paused to enter Mark’s store. Under the covered entryway
she stomped her boots free of mud and shook out her jacket before she opened the door.
Inside, Mark sat behind his counter reading the newspaper, wearing his usual apron
over a white button-down shirt whose sleeves were rolled up to his elbows. Otherwise
the store was empty. Mark looked up at the sound of the opening door, and when he
saw Mary he folded the paper closed as he said, “Hello, Mary.”
“Hello, Mark. How are you?” she asked as she unbuttoned the collar of her
jacket.
“Well,” he answered, “as good as can be expected, I guess. And you?”
“Not so well as before the rain.”
“I know. It’s something alright. What brings you down here in this weather?”
He glanced out the window, where there was still no change in the intensity of the rain.
“I went to Paul’s to see if he was home.”
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“Was he?” Mark’s face – eyebrows raised and mouth drawn at the corners, not
quite into a smile – brightened expectantly, his back straightening as he leaned slightly
forward.
“No,” Mary said.
Mark’s face lost its tautness and his body its rigidity as he settled back onto the
stool where he sat.
“I suppose you haven’t seen him either?” Mary continued.
“Not since before the rain.” Almost as an afterthought, gazing vacantly at the
wall on the opposite side of the store, he added, “And I can’t help feeling like there’s
some connection.”
“What do you mean?” Mary pushed loose, wet hair behind her ear, her eyebrows
drawn together quizzically.
“Well, I – ” Mark scratched the back of his neck thoughtfully and then stumbled
on, “It’s just that, well, he left, and then it started raining, and hasn’t stopped, and now
no one is catching any fish. I don’t know; it just seems kind of strange, that’s all.”
Mary, who hadn’t considered any connection between the two occurrences,
thought it was Mark’s idea that was strange; she half smiled and said, “I’m sure it’s just
a coincidence.”
“Maybe,” Mark conceded, looking again out the window as if seeing the rain
stop might confirm Mary’s assessment. “How’s your garden doing?”
Mary put her hands into the two square pockets at the front of her jacket.
“Surviving,” she said. “For now. If it keeps up like this I’ll have to start over.”
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“At least it’s early,” Mark consoled her. “You’d still have time for a harvest,
right?”
“For some plants. But I’m counting on what I’ve already planted not just for
produce but for seeds, too. If these plantings fail I won’t even be able to grow half as
much again.”
“I’m sorry. Well I sure do hope this rain stops, for your sake and everyone
else’s.”
“Me too,” Mary agreed. “There’s nothing we can do about it, though.”
“Except hope and pray.” Mark stroked his chin thoughtfully and added, “Is there
anything I can do for you while you’re here?”
Mary looked at her feet, hands still in her pockets. She’d already gotten what she
really wanted – an answer to her query about Paul – but felt bad for coming in for that
reason alone, so she said, “Well, I could use some canned beans.”
Mark sprang down off the stool and, rounding the end of the counter, asked,
“How many?”
“Two.”
“Green?” Mark asked as he headed down an aisle.
“Yes, please,” Mary called after him.
He returned with the beans and exchanged them for the payment Mary took out
of her overalls. After the transaction, Mark returned to his paper and Mary left the dry
comfort of the building with the beans in her jacket pockets, re-buttoning her collar as
she stepped out into the rain again.
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Back at her cabin, after changing into dry clothes and stoking the fire, she sat
down on the hearth to write a letter. It said,

Dear Martha,
It feels as though Mission is underwater. We’ve had rain for three
days and there’s no sign of it stopping. My plants are barely hanging on;
if the rain lets up soon they will make it, but there is little I can do until
then, so I am going to visit you. I’ll take the train first thing tomorrow
morning so I will arrive very shortly after this letter. I hope you won’t
have time to make any special preparations; I won’t stay long and do not
want you to go out of your way for me.
Sincerely,
Mary

She re-dressed in her damp clothes and plodded back down her hill and this time
south to the village to purchase the ticket for the train that would bring her to Barre only
hours after her aunt would receive her letter. She then went to the post office and, before
mailing the letter, added the post-script, “The train arrives at Barre station at 6. See you
soon.”
While at the post office she met Ella Thomas, who entered on short, measured
steps, careful not to slip on the polished hard-wood floor made treacherous by the water
dripping off of her own overcoat. She looked up just as Mary turned around from the
counter. “Why hello, Mary,” she said. “How are you, my dear?”
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Mary smiled and said, “Fairly well, thanks. How are you?”
“Well, about like anyone else. A little depressed by all this rain, otherwise fine.”
“I’m surprised you even braved this weather just for the post office.”
“Oh,” Ella said with a quick wave of her hand, “It’s only a few hundred yards
from my porch steps, and I need my exercise. Besides, I’m going stir crazy stuck in the
house with that preacher of mine.” She smiled and winked up at Mary to assure her she
was joking, then suddenly her face softened and her gaze became intent as she examined
Mary for more than a few moments without saying anything.
Finally Mary asked, “What is it?”
“You look a little different,” Ella said. “Maybe it’s just the rain, but you’ve got a
glow in your cheeks.” She leaned forward and squinted, adding, “And your face looks
fuller.”
Mary looked downward.
“What have you been up to, young lady, to make you look so healthy and
beautiful?”
Mary looked back up, blushing and trying to contain a smile. “I don’t know,” she
said.
“Well it must be something.”
“Actually,” Mary said, gathering her wits about her again, “I’ve been a little
down, lately, and not just because of the rain.”
“Oh?”
Mary looked down and said quietly, “Paul’s been gone for quite a while, and no
one knows why or where he went.”
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“Yes, I know. My husband mentioned it. Hasn’t seen him in church. I’m sorry,
dear.”
Mary just nodded her head, putting her hands in her jacket pockets.
Ella continued, “Seems it’s gotten around town this rain is his fault, somehow.
You don’t believe that, do you?”
Mary tried to smile. “No,” she said, “of course not.”
“Of course. Strange men we have in this town, to think like they do. Sometimes I
think we’d be better off without ‘em.”
“Ella,” Mary said – surprised – looking up to see this minister’s wife chuckling to
herself.
“Oh, don’t listen to me,” she replied. “I’m just an old lady.” She reached out and
gently grasped Mary’s arm, replacing her smiling eyes with a look of genuine empathy.
“Don’t you worry about Paul, though,” she said. “Remember what I told you last time.
He’ll be back soon.”
“I hope so.”
Ella released her grip and patted Mary’s arm twice, then without saying goodbye
walked past Mary to the counter. Mary stood for a few moments gazing out the window
at the rain, then before she left she turned around to see Ella talking to the post master,
conducting her business as if she hadn’t encountered Mary at all. Finally Mary left and
walked home to pack her things.

189

Thirty-two

That afternoon, several men of the town found themselves gathered around the
picnic table at Mark Tanner’s store, which they had moved under the roof covering the
entry-way. No clouds, it seemed, covered the sky, but rather a thick darkness that
permitted little sunlight to pass through, so thick, even, that the mountain was not visible
from the opposite shore of the lake. The minister, on his way to the store, paused there to
gaze out into the vast emptiness that now lay between him and the mountain. Rain
dripped from his hat; occasional drops landed on his cheeks and made him blink, just as
the drops of rain falling on the lake made circular waves that disappeared as they collided
with each other. Beneath these waves and drops of rain swam many fish who had no
notion of the feelings of the people who wished to catch them.
At the store, the men spoke with unusual gravity.
“I’ve fished each of the last three days and haven’t caught anything,” said James
Mitchell.
Mark Tanner said, “The evening of the first day of rain I had excellent
fishing. Since then there has been nothing. What about you, Pierre? How is Dead
Creek?”
Of his usual fishing spot Matthew St. Pierre replied, “The water, she too
high. She is no’ fishable.” Then as an afterthought he added, “Luke Reynolds’ cornfield,
she flood an’ ruin.”
George Abrams added, “I’ve never seen Cold Brook so high or so thick with
mud.”
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“What about Shining Trout?” Mark asked.
“I was there yesterday,” replied James. “It’s too high to fish without a canoe, and
the trail is too muddy. It took me twice as long as usual to get there.”
“And you didn’t catch anything,” said Mark.
As it was not a question, James said nothing. Instead he stared out into the
cloudiness, from which the figure of the minister appeared. James looked at the others
and then nodded toward him. The others turned and, as he approached, greeted him and
made room at the table. Once under the roof, the minister removed his hat and slapped it
against his coat and pants.
“Good morning, gentlemen,” he said.
“What do you make of this weather, Father?” Mark asked.
The minister looked out from under the roof, squinting at the rain. He turned
back to the men and said, “Most unusual, to be sure. I feel for the farmers.”
“What about the fishermen?” asked James.
Father Thomas looked surprised. “What about them?” he replied.
“Well,” James said, “none of us has caught a thing for several days.”
“I would not worry over that. There are worse things in this world than to fish
and catch nothing.”
“Don’ be so sure,” said Pierre.
“My friends, I do not mean to belittle your concerns, but think of the farmer who
makes his living by his crops, which crops God has ruined with his rain.”

191

No one spoke for a few moments. Then, wisely, George said, “You’re right,
Father. We can live without catching fish, but in this town that’s a strange thought, and
we’re concerned with what this means.”
“What it means?” asked the minister.
“Yes,” said George. “You yourself said it’s God who brought the rain. Is it a
sign, a message he has sent us? A punishment? Is it coincidence that all this time Paul’s
been gone?”
The minister thought. Then with a slight smile he said, “It seems we have had
this same conversation before, not long ago in the churchyard. Have we not?”
“We ’ave,” said Pierre, “but that before she rain, before fish no’ bite.” Then,
looking from the minister to the rain, added, “Before Paul disappear.”
The minister became serious again. He said, “I understand your
concern. Unfortunately, I do not have the answers.” He paused before asking, “Does not
God know all things and see all things?” When no one answered he continued, “Because
the Lord sees all and knows all, we must have faith in Him. We must believe He would
do what is best for us, even when it seems He would do us harm.”
“That can be difficult,” James said, “when the future is so uncertain.”
The minister finally sat with the men before speaking again. He said, “When God
flooded the earth, do you suppose Noah took fish upon his ark?”
Then men looked at him attentively but said nothing.
“Of course not,” continued the minister. “There was no need, because the fish
could make all the world their home. Think, then, of this rain as a good sign, a sign that
God will always keep a home for fish.”
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“What if he floods the earth again?” asked Mark, trying to laugh as he did so.
“Do not forget the rainbow,” answered the minister, “the sign of God’s covenant
with Noah that he would never again flood the earth.”
The men all looked out from under the roof. No rainbow appeared before them
and the rain did not abate.
“Fear not,” said the minister. “The rainbow will appear, the rain will stop, and
you will catch fish – all will be as it should.”
“Will that be before or after Paul returns?” asked George.
“It is not for me to say,” he answered, “but Paul will return. Until then, find what
joy you can in these days and rejoice at God’s goodness.” He turned then to Mark and
said, “I have come for bread.”
Rising with the minister Mark said, “You’ll get my best loaf,” and the two of
them entered the store.
Eventually the men left, but none of them went fishing.
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Thirty-three

Paul lost track of time in the woods. Days passed. He caught fish and ate some
and let others go. It was as happy a time as he had known since the fishing season had
begun, but always there lingered the memory of Mary and her home and the stranger, and
he knew he could not stay away indefinitely.
Descending the mountain back in Mission, Paul reached the edge of the lake and
headed north toward his cabin. He soon came across a young boy standing in the lake
fishing. The boy fished with a heavy lure that he cast as far out into the lake as he could,
then reeled quickly back in. After only a few casts the boy was reeling when suddenly he
jerked his rod back against a fish. He reeled powerfully and soon had the fish out of the
water. The boy removed his hook from the fish and held it in front of him to judge its
length. Without hesitating he threw it back into the water.
“That was a sizeable fish you let go,” said Paul, startling the boy.
The boy turned toward shore and said, “I don’t want bass.”
“What do you want?”
“Trout. A few nice perch would be good.”
“Why?” Paul asked.
“The church is having its first summer picnic this afternoon and I want to bring
fish to eat.”
“Have you caught anything beside the bass?”
“No. I wish I could get out in the lake – not much is biting near shore, but I don’t
have a boat.”
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“What’s your name?”
“Peter.”
“Well, Peter, come with me. I’ll take you out on the lake.”
The boy climbed back on shore. After putting on his shoes he and Paul headed
north. Paul said, “I need to return some things to my cabin and then we’ll get a canoe.”
They walked on. The day shone clear and warm, and Paul felt as if Mission had
just awoken from a long sleep. The road lay thick with mud and the lake sat higher up
the shore than usual.
“You’re Paul Williams, right?” the boy asked.
Paul looked down at him. “Yes,” he said.
“Where have you been?”
“Fishing,” he said.
“Did you catch anything?”
“Yes,” said Paul.
“That’s good news.”
Paul thought of this for a moment. “Why?” he asked.
“Well,” said Peter, “it’s rained here almost all the time you’ve been gone.”
“And?”
“Hardly anyone has fished, and no one has caught anything.”
Paul thought of the brook that emptied into the lake and of what Joseph had told
him in the woods. A renewed sense of responsibility fell upon him.
After returning his things to his cabin, Paul and Peter found John’s canoe tucked
away under a pair of hemlock trees in the corner of North Cove. It lay upside down as
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Paul had left it, with the paddle underneath. Turning it over the fishermen pushed it into
the lake and climbed in. Paul, sitting in the back, paddled out to the broad lake.
The boy cast his lure into the water and let it trail behind the canoe. He said to
Paul, “The big fish are all down deep where the water’s cool. I brought my heaviest lure,
but I still don’t think it’ll be deep enough.”
“You’re right. The water at the surface is warm this time of year,” said
Paul. “Still,” he went on, “good fishing begins with hope.”
They said nothing more for a time as they continued south. The sun stood well
above the mountain. The day had grown hot, and no breeze swept over the middle of the
lake, which sat smooth and quiet. Paul squinted against the glare of the sun reflecting off
the lake. He said, “There are no other boats out.”
“Everyone’s afraid to fish,” answered Peter.
“And you’re not?” Paul asked, after turning this over in his mind.
“If I fish I might not catch anything. If I don’t fish I definitely won’t catch
anything, so why be afraid?”
Paul kept paddling. To the right of the canoe he saw a ripple appear. It broke in a
circle that grew slowly until it disappeared. Paul had not expected a fish to rise to the
surface of the water in the middle of the lake on a hot day in the middle of the summer,
but there was no other explanation for the wave Paul had seen. He asked Peter, “Do you
know how to cast a fly rod?”
Peter said, “I’ve done it before, but I’m not very good. Why?”
“Look to your right.”
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As Peter turned his head another ring grew out of the water. Paul no longer
paddled and the canoe drifted to a stop. Paul said, “Try my rod.”
Peter reeled in his lure and exchanged his rod for Paul’s. He stood carefully in
the canoe and turned to face the fish that neither he nor Paul could see. He began
casting. When he had paid out enough line to cover the distance between the canoe and
the spot where the fish had risen, he let the line fall to the water. It was not as clean a
cast as Paul’s would have been, but the fly landed where it should have. Paul held out
hope. Then, almost imperceptibly, the fly vanished inside a wave that broke in a
perfectly spreading circle.
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Thirty-four

Mary awoke early to the absence of the sound of rain, and the world seemed
large and wide in the emptiness left by its disappearance. Out of her window she saw
that a thin mist still clung to the earth, but she felt that the oppressive heaviness of the
rain bearing down on Mission had been replaced by an airiness that invited her onto her
porch, where she stretched her sleep-tightened limbs and leaned against her railing,
squinting as if to penetrate the mist to look across the lake at the mountain she had not
seen in days. She gazed upon her garden, which still lay half-drowned in places. She
knew, though, despite the remaining puddles, that her plants would survive, and to help
them she fought the urge to vomit and dressed in her work clothes and without eating
breakfast spent the morning improving her irrigation ditches to hasten the process of
draining the collections of standing water. Approaching her work with an eager
excitement she had not felt since the visit from the surveyor, she nearly lost track of
time and so had to hurry as she washed and changed her clothes and packed the lunch
she would eat on the train to Barre.
By the time she left her cabin, dressed in her nicest skirt and sweater and
carrying the worn leather suitcase that had been her mother’s, the mist had disintegrated
into a hopeful clearness, and the water was swiftly leaving the garden through a number
of little streams that exited the ditches and fanned into the now-matted grass that
separated the garden from the woods on the slope of the hill. Mary smiled a little as she
passed the flowing water, knowing it was as good a time as any to visit her aunt. She
could do little until all the water drained, and the ceasing of the rain meant she would
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not have to worry over the fate of her garden. Her only regret was that she might not be
home to receive Paul when he finally came to visit her and the fear of what effect
prolonging their reunion might have on their tenuous relationship, a fear that would
have been heightened had she known that Paul had come back to Mission that very
morning. As she made her way to the village, she resolved to stay at her aunt’s for only
two nights and leave on the first available train the morning after the second; that would
give the two of them plenty of time to visit, and by the time she returned, her garden
would have drained and dried enough that she could resume working in earnest. She
was heartened by the soundness of her plan and by the beautiful blue sky that arched
over the lake and mountain as she walked south along the lakeshore to the train station.
There she found the engine already sighing smoke, families bidding goodbye
and folks climbing aboard various cars. Having never ridden a train before and
therefore unsure of what to do, Mary approached a man dressed in a blue uniform
wearing the kind of cap she had seen in pictures of train engineers during her schooling.
She waited for him to complete an interaction with another passenger whom she
watched confidently climb the steps behind the uniformed gentleman and said, “Excuse
me. I’m not sure which car I’m supposed to board.”
“Ticket?” he asked abruptly.
Mary placed her suitcase at her feet and opened her little purse to hand the man
her ticket. He glanced at it quickly and handed it back as he said, “You’re on the G car.
Last one before the caboose.” He pointed to his right toward the back of the train.
“Thank you,” Mary said, smiling. She retrieved her suitcase and headed toward
her car as the man turned his attention to the next set of passengers waiting behind her.
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At the entrance to the G car, Mary showed her ticket to another man in uniform
who told her, “Any seat will do. There aren’t many travelers today.”
She nodded a thank you and at the top of the iron stairs turned left into the car,
where she found only six other passengers occupying space for about five times that
many. Gratefully, Mary chose a place where there were four seats, two on either side
of a table facing each other, all of which were empty, glad she did not have to share
space with any strangers. Once she settled into her seat she removed her lunch from
her suitcase; hungry from her morning work and free of the nausea that had become
part of her morning routine, she wasted no time devouring the jar of beans and slices of
bread she had buttered at her cabin. As she ate she heard one of the uniformed men
yell, “All aboard!” A few moments later she opened another jar containing clear water
from her well and the train lurched forward, belching clouds of black smoke that drifted
rearward and disappeared in the wake of the caboose. She stared out her window,
watching intently as the Mission village slid by against the gaining momentum of the
train and the quickening pace of the sound of its churning wheels. Before long the
town disappeared, replaced by rolling farmland and Holsteins grazing in fields next to
red barns with white trim, not far from white-clapboarded houses with wide, whitepillared porches. Mary felt as if she were traveling through a book she often admired at
the Mission schoolhouse while she waited to begin reading to the young children;
entitled Vermont and Its People, it contained paintings and black and white
photographs of places she had never been, and she was now filled with a mild sense of
excitement at seeing those places first-hand, or at least places very much like them. It
was an excitement that did not fade the entire three-hour journey to Barre; Mary did not
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even bother to open the book of poetry she had brought along for entertainment, nor did
she spend much time thinking about Paul or the other concerns that had come to occupy
the space of her consciousness. Instead, she lost herself in an appreciation for the
narrow gorges and wide, slow creeks over which she passed, the villages tucked away
in the corners of elongated riverbends at the feet of green-mapled mountains, the
hillside meadows cleared around single oak trees, the grazing sheep inside endless
stretches of stone walls, the vast patches of corn and hay fields, and – as she neared her
destination – the cavernous granite quarries where men the size of her thumb labored
against giant blocks of stone that would someday beget enormous buildings, erect great
monuments and gather moss at the sites of final resting places. She felt small and
insignificant and, as she sometimes did while staring from her hilltop across the
Champlain Valley to where the sun set behind the distant Adirondack Mountains,
wondered what she was missing in the world, while at the same time she felt comforted
by the thought of returning to Mission where everything was held neatly in place by the
glacial-carved mountain on one side of the lake and on the other by the line of hills that
ended where her cabin stood amid a garden that would soon be flourishing, where she
felt anything but insignificant.
Thus it was that Mary exited the train mixed with a longing to return home and
an excitement to be away from it. She found the Barre train station to be far busier than
Mission’s; two trains discharged passengers while a third slowly puffed away with
eager faces staring out the windows and onlookers on the ground below waving
cheerful goodbyes. She stepped down off the stairs and moved away from the train,
clutching her suitcase in both hands, scanning the crowd for her aunt’s familiar smile.
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A feeling of trepidation overcame her when she failed to find her, but then a tap on her
shoulder made it disappear. She turned around to find her aunt, whereupon she
dropped her suitcase and exclaimed, “Martha!” She threw her arms around her and the
two embraced for many moments.
“How are you, my dear?” Martha asked.
“Better now,” Mary responded.
Martha relinquished her hug and grasped Mary’s shoulders, holding her at arm’s
length to better examine her. “You look absolutely beautiful,” she said, and they
hugged again. When they released each other this time, Mary bent to retrieve her
suitcase, unable to keep from smiling, as Martha continued, “I was so happy to receive
your letter today. Samual’s away working and I got so excited to have some company
that I rushed right down here to make sure I wouldn’t miss you.” By now Martha was
leading Mary away from the crowd toward her horse-drawn buggy.
“I hope I’m not an imposition.”
“Heavens no. Of course not. I’m so glad you could come. How was your train
ride?”
“Very nice. It’s so beautiful along the way.”
“Isn’t it just gorgeous?” Makes you appreciate Vermont that much more.”
They reached Martha’s buggy and without saying anything she took Mary’s suitcase
and put it in the back, unhitched the horse, and the two climbed in.
Mary said, “I would have been just as happy walking. You didn’t need to do this
for me.”
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“Oh, I didn’t do it for you, honey,” Martha said, smiling. “Samual doesn’t
really like me driving the horse. Says I’m not careful enough hitching him to the buggy
or watching the road, but he’s not around, is he?” She laughed. “Gotta take advantage
when I can.” She smiled, and in her thin lips and straight narrow nose, Mary could see
traces of her mother, but Martha’s eyes weren’t so wide and her greying hair curled at
the tips, just above he shoulders, in a way that Mary’s mother’s didn’t, at least not in
the photograph taken on her wedding day.
“So you’ve had some rain, have you?” Martha asked, over the clopping of the
horse’s hooves as it plodded along the hard-packed gravel of the road leading away
from the train station.
“Too much,” Mary sighed. “But it stopped early this morning, thankfully.”
“And your garden?” Martha pulled on the reins to turn the horse onto the road
that led to the outskirts of the village, where her house sat atop a rocky outcropping that
overlooked the Winooski River.
“I think it will be fine. I dug some ditches and when I left today the puddles
were draining nicely.”
They carried on this way for the length of the ride to Martha’s, swapping
mundane details about life in Mission and in Barre, Mary inquiring about Samual and
Jennifer, Martha inquiring about Paul. Later that night over dinner the conversation
turned more serious when Martha said, “You look different somehow, but I can’t quite
put my finger on what it is.”
“What do you mean?” Mary asked.
“Well, I’m not sure. Maybe your face looks fuller.’
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“I hope I’m not putting on weight,” Mary said quickly, looking down at her
stomach in embarrassment.
“Oh it’s not that. Not at all. You look very healthy. I don’t know if I’ve ever
seen you look so good.” She took a sip of tea before adding, “Not that you’ve ever
looked bad. So what’s the change? Are you in love?” she asked jokingly.
Mary tried to hide her embarrassment again, pushing loose hair behind her ear
with one hand while pushing potatoes around her plate with the fork in her other.
“I knew it,” Martha went on without waiting for an answer. “Paul, right?”
Mary looked up at her with a sheepish half-grin that expressed neither happiness
nor concealment.
Martha put her mug back down on the table but kept both hands wrapped
around it as she asked, “It’s complicated, isn’t it?”
Mary knew that if she gave a straight, honest answer, she’d have to go into
detail about her home, her dinner with the man from New York and Paul’s long
absence, all topics she did nto want to reveal or even think about while here on her
visit, and she also knew Martha would want to help financially, but that was not a
worry Mary wanted anyone else to feel; her aunt and uncle, she knew, had their own
worries, so she shrugged and forced a smile and said, “Isn’t it always?”
Martha laughed and answered, “Men.” She winked and added, “More tea?”
The next morning Martha found Mary vomiting in the bathroom. She opened
the door enough to poke her head in and ask, “Are you okay, honey?”
Between convulsions Mary answered weakly, “I’ll be out in a minute.”
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Martha waited in the kitchen, making breakfast, and when Mary finally sat at
the kitchen table she said, “I’m really sorry, Martha. I was hoping that wouldn’t
happen.”
“What do you mean, dear? I hope dinner last night didn’t make you sick.”
Mary waved her hand dismissively. “No, it’s not that. I’ve been feeling this
way for about a week, but it’s only in the morning. It goes away by noon, usually.”
Martha leaned against her counter and took a thoughtful sip of coffee. “Have
you been to the doctor?”
“No, it hasn’t seemed that bad.” Mary didn’t add the full truth, that she didn’t
want to spend the money.
“You say it’s been happening for a week? And only in the morning?”
Mary nodded as Martha sat across the table from her. Neither spoke while
Martha looked contemplatively out the window before she turned back to Mary and
said, “I don’t meant to pry, but have you and Paul – ” she looked down at her cup,
hesitating. She looked back up at Mary and said, “been intimate?”
This time it was Mary who looked down, a little afraid to reveal the truth, to
admit to what she’d done without first being married. In truth, though, her sickness
was just one more thing that worried her, and she had often wished she had someone
she trusted whom she could talk to about it. She took a deep breath and, rubbing her
hands in her lap, said quietly, “Just once.”
Martha waited for a few moments before asking, “How long ago?”
Mary looked up, fiddling with her mug. “About a month. But what – ” Her
hands stopped abruptly when she realized what she should have known long ago.
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Thirty-five

Paul paddled the canoe along the western shore toward the church. When he and
Peter came as close to the church as they could get by boat they exited the canoe and
pulled it ashore. They began walking along the carriage road that would take them to the
village and the church.
The fish was so big that Peter could not carry it. He carried his rod. Paul carried
the fish over his shoulder. He labored slightly against the weight he bore. Peter walked
with a gait that was at once happy and thankful. Paul was glad despite his
burden. Neither spoke, for words would have broken the sanctity of their journey.
James Mitchell spotted them first. He stood atop the church steps talking to
Father Thomas. He squinted against the distance to watch Paul and Peter walk slowly up
the hill to the church. From the churchyard arose the sounds of idle conversation and of
children shrieking as they played their games. A crowd stood around a line of tables that
held the food of the picnic. Sunlight streamed through the trees that lined the edges of
the churchyard. It was through this sunlight that Peter walked with his rod and Paul
walked with the fish.
James interrupted the minister to say, “Is that Paul?”
Father Thomas turned to look. He said, “I believe it is. And that looks like Luke
Mathiason’s boy.”
“Is Paul carrying a fish?” asked James.
Those on the steps within hearing of James now looked down the hill and began
their own conversations of wonder.
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“Can it be?” said the minister. “It is too big.”
“Why, it is a fish! Look at its tail. It’s a lake trout!” James ran down the steps
toward the two fishermen, and so doing caught the attention of still others in the
crowd. They turned to see where he was going and their eyes fell upon Paul and
Peter. Their conversations quieted and stopped, as they beheld what some believed at
first to be an apparition. The children, too, sensing this sudden change, stopped their play
and gazed quietly upon the two fishermen. The significance of the occasion was not lost
on even the youngest among them, seeing Paul return, after his long absence, with a large
lake trout slung over his shoulder. Later, when those who had been standing near the
minister recounted the story, they claimed to have heard him say, “Thanks be to God.”
As Paul and Peter neared them the people of the crowd slowly parted, making
way for the fishermen to reach the table. Once there, Peter set his rod aside and cleared
space for his fish, which Paul laid gently upon the table.
The minister, in a spontaneous rush of excitement, loudly clapped his hands
together once in an act of prayer, interrupting the silence. One by one others did the
same. Slowly the sound of joy spread and grew until the cheering and clapping and
whistles and laughter reverberated off the church walls and across the lawn. The weight
of Paul’s burden grew heavier though he no longer carried the fish.
The people crowded around the table, jostling to get a glimpse of the
fish. Several boys climbed a nearby tree to look over the crowd. Paul, wanting to avoid
attention, edged his way carefully through the people. As he did they slapped him on the
back and shook his hands and congratulated and thanked him, but quickly turned their
attention back to the fish. Slowly he made his way out of the crowd.
207

Someone yelled, “A scale! We need a scale!” Another added, “And measuring
tape!” Children at the edge of the crowd cried, “Let me see!” while tugging at the shirts
of those packed around the table.
The minister noticed Paul walking through the churchyard toward the road. He
ran to catch him. “Paul,” he said, “you must not leave.”
Paul continued to walk straight ahead. He said only, “I don’t need to be here.”
“This is a great thing you have done for the people. You must stay to share in the
celebration.”
“I didn’t catch the fish; Peter did.”
The minister paused for a brief moment, then hurried to keep abreast of Paul. He
said, “So it is. But surely you had a hand in this. Peter could not have done such a thing
without your help.” When Paul said nothing the minister added, “You’ve been gone so
long. Everyone would like to know where you’ve been.”
“That’s not important.”
“But you have given us too much to leave now.”
“It’s just a fish. You yourself said as much to me the last time we spoke.”
Father Thomas hesitated before saying, “I was wrong. It is not simply a fish. To
catch a fish of such size – and a lake trout at this time of year – is something that no one
has done before in Mission. Surely this is a sign, an omen from God. It is joy, hope,
faith renewed. You have not felt the despair that has gripped the people these last
weeks. They stopped fishing.”
Paul stopped walking, but not to explain what he knew of despair. He said, “I’m
sorry, Father. I’m sorry you don’t understand why I can’t stay.”
208

Paul began walking again and the minister watched him go before returning to the
churchyard where the people were measuring the fish and hugging Peter.
No one in Mission has yet been able to explain why a lake trout rose to the
surface of the lake to take a fly on such a day in the middle of summer.
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Thirty-six

On her ride home, the excitement Mary had felt on the way to Barre was
replaced with an anxious melancholy. What might happen in her relationship with Paul
now took on greater significance than ever before, and she worried desperately over
how he would respond to the news of her pregnancy. There were no quarries or fields
or sheep or quaint villages on this ride, only an indistinguishable green whirring of trees
and thoughts of the uncertain future.
At the Mission train station, Mary disembarked without the happiness she had
thought would accompany her return, though she still felt a satisfying need to return to
her garden, both for her own sake and that of her crops. She of course hoped to
resurrect her waterlogged plants, just as she hoped to lose herself in labor, to occupy
herself with a concentration on a physical task instead of the concerns that had sullied
her train ride home, which was perhaps the more urgent need and the one that
encouraged her to walk so briskly through the village under a painfully blue sky, where
scarcely a trace of any shadow could be found below the noonday sun. She could not
sustain her pace for long, however, because she soon encountered Mark Tanner
approaching from the direction of the lake.
“Hello, Mary!” he called ahead, waving.
Mary slowed to a stop as they neared each other and said, “Hello, Mark.”
Mark noticed her suitcase and, eyebrows raised in surprise, asked, “Have you
been traveling?”
“I went to visit my aunt in Barre.”
210

“Oh. I hope you had a nice visit.”
“Thanks,” Mary said, not bothering to say whether she had or not.
Mark seemed not to notice, quickly adding, “So you don’t know about the fish,
then?”
“Fish?”
“Yes, Paul’s fish. – Well, Peter’s really, but it might as well have been Paul’s.”
“I haven’t heard anything,” Mary confessed. “I just got off the train and you’re
the first person I’ve met.”
Mark proceeded with a lengthy recounting of the events of the previous day, and
in his excitement Mary could sense a kind of renewal, though never having fished
herself she could not fully understand the significance of what had occurred. She
listened patiently and nodded, straining to keep her mind from wandering to thoughts of
what to do now that she knew Paul had returned. Should she go to see him, or wait for
him to pay her a visit?
“Can you believe that?” Mark asked, finishing his story. “A lake trout! On a fly
– in June!” He shook his head in disbelief.
“I don’t understand,” Mary said.
“What do you mean?” Mark drew his eyebrows together, looking at her
sideways, obviously bewildered at how someone could fail to grasp the profundity of
catching a lake trout on a fly in June.
“I just don’t see why that’s so amazing.”
“Well,” Mark said, scratching the side of his head, “lake trout live only in cold,
dark water. The warmer it gets, the deeper they go. At this time of year they should be
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down a hundred feet, not taking a fly at the surface. I’ve never heard of anything like
it. In fact, people don’t usually catch any lake trout at all except through the ice.”
“Oh,” Mary said. “I see.” She pushed her hair behind her ear. “So what can
explain it?”
“No one knows. It’s some kind of miracle. Nobody but Paul could’ve done it,
and even he can’t explain why.”
“But didn’t you say that Peter caught it?”
“Well, yes, but he wouldn’t have caught it without Paul’s help. They were in his
canoe and Peter used Paul’s rod and fly.”
Mary nodded, wondering at everything she herself could not explain, trying to
imagine what would happen when next she saw Paul.
“Well,” Mark interrupted her thinking, “I should go. I need to send these letters
and then hit the water myself. Now that Paul has turned things around for us, I know
the fishing is going to be good.”
Mary smiled flatly, wondering what, exactly, Paul had turned around, and how
he had turned it around. “Good luck,” she said, absently staring at the ground.
“Thanks.”
They nodded goodbye and resumed their walking. Before she reached the road
up her hill, Mary met three more of Mission’s loyal sons, all of whom offered their own
accounts of the miraculous fish and the transformation it had initiated, all of whom
were on their way to fish. One – the minister – even asked Mary to thank Paul for him,
which Mary found perplexing, unable to see why Paul should be thanked for a fish he
did not catch. She made no effort, though, to try to explain the unexplainable, choosing
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instead to walk steadfastly back to her cabin and the only place where she felt of use, to
the only thing – her garden – that she understood completely.
When she finally arrived, she did not even go inside her cabin; she left her
suitcase on her porch and, still wearing her nice traveling clothes, took her shovel and
hoe and began the work of repairing her garden, trying earnestly but unsuccessfully to
avoid thinking about how to repair her relationship with Paul while also telling him
about the child – their child – that now grew inside of her. She decided the only thing
to be done was to be direct and simply tell him, and that is what she resolved to do.

213

Thirty-seven

The next morning Paul sat outside his cabin on a stump, knotting together a new
tippet. Already he could feel the heat of the day increasing. Two figures approached his
cabin through the trees. Paul saw that it was Peter and his father.
Peter said, “Good morning, Paul.”
“Good morning,” Paul replied.
“I brought you some fish.” Peter held out a covered pan.
Paul rose to take it as Luke Mathiason said, “I wanted to thank you, Paul. I’m
sorry I missed you yesterday.” He reached out his hand. Luke smiled as Paul shook
it. Paul then took the pan from Peter and looked under the lid.
“It’s some of the trout from yesterday,” said Peter.
“Thanks. It’ll make a fine lunch.”
“Forty pounds,” Luke said. “It’s the biggest fish I’ve ever heard of caught in the
lake.”
“It was big,” Paul said simply. “Peter did a fine job of handling it.”
The boy smiled. Luke put his arm across his shoulders and hugged him briefly to
his side. Then he asked, “Have you ever heard of bigger?”
“No,” said Paul.
Luke added, “Have you ever heard of anyone catching a lake trout with a fly in
the middle of the summer?”
“I’ve never heard of that happening at any time of year.”
“What can explain it?” Peter asked.
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Paul looked at him. “I don’t know,” he said. “Some things have no
explanation.” After a pause he continued, “Wait a minute. I’ll put the fish inside so you
can take your pan.”
When Paul came back out of his cabin Mary stood talking to Luke. Their
conversation stopped abruptly. A silence followed in which Paul looked at Mary, who
stared back.
“Well,” Luke said, “we should be going.”
He startled Paul back into the world. “Here’s your pan,” he said. “Thanks again
for the fish.”
Peter and Luke left. As they disappeared into the woods, Paul rubbed his temples.
“It must have been some fish,” Mary said. “It’s all anyone I’ve seen has talked
about.”
“Sure,” said Paul. He returned to his stump and resumed working on his
tippet. He did not offer Mary a place to sit.
She said, “I’m glad you’re back. I haven’t eaten fish since you left.”
Paul said nothing.
“I hope the fishing was good.”
Paul worked intently on his line.
“Things weren’t the same when you were gone.”
Still Paul did not speak. Mary looked up at the mountain looming over them. She
drew in a deep breath and brushed some loose strands of hair away from her face.
“The town obviously missed you,” Mary went on.
Paul betrayed no sign of having heard her.
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With finality Mary said, “I missed you.”
Paul looked up at her. At last he spoke: “I’m sure you were fine entertaining
Noah’s stranger.”
Mary looked at the ground. She scraped the dirt with her shoe. Looking back at
Paul she asked, “Is that why you left?”
Paul looked down at the knot he held between his fingers. He did not have an
answer for her. After a moment of silence he said, “Why did you do it?”
“Why?” Mary repeated, thinking. “For money.”
“For money?” Paul asked angrily. “I was helping you,” he said, his voice rising.
“It was a job, Paul.”
“Doesn’t my help mean anything to you?”
“It does, but what have you saved? My house will be gone if I don’t do
something.”
Paul let his line fall to the ground. “My help isn’t good enough for you?” he said
angrily.
“It was a job, Paul,” Mary repeated, her own voice rising.
“You let him buy your company,” Paul said, pointing at Mary.
Mary waited a moment before saying quietly, “Didn’t you do the same thing?”
Paul’s hands fell to his sides. His shoulders sagged. Slowly he sat down. He put
his elbows on his knees and let his hands hang limply between his legs. He stared
vacantly beyond Mary.
She was right – he had sold himself. He sold himself when he took the stranger
fishing, perhaps even the moment he had asked Mark Tanner for wine. He had sold more
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than himself, though. He had done that for years working at the mill. That he did not
mind. He had sold his labor, his sweat, his back, the youthful years of his life. He had
sold them for a weekly paycheck that bought him bread and a small cabin on a small
piece of land. He had sold his life in exchange for a place to live and food that gave him
a life he could sell. Never before had he sold fish or fishing, something that should not
have been for sale. In his job at the mill he had sold trees, but by the time they reached
him they were stripped of their boughs. They were naked, hard wood poles and dead,
nothing more. They were not essential to him. Along with his own life he did not mind
selling the dead wood he pushed through the lake to the mill. Selling fish was
different. They were alive and fought and were noble and pure and catching them made
Paul feel alive in a way that nothing else could. On the day he sold live, fighting fish to a
man he did not know so he could make money to help Mary – he realized now – he had
made a terrible mistake.
“You’re right,” Paul admitted. His dejection filled the air around the cabin.
“I’m sorry,” Mary said, “I didn’t mean to – ”
“No,” Paul interrupted. “You’re right.” He stared at the ground. Many moments
of silence came between them.
At last Mary said, “Paul, I have something to tell you.” Paul looked up at
her. “I’m pregnant,” she told him.
Paul continued to stare blankly into the distance, not knowing how to respond or
even what to think. Mary waited expectantly, holding back tears, hoping for reassurance
or at least some kind of reaction. When none came and she could no longer contain
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herself she said with water welling up in her eyes, “Paul, I’m going to have a baby,” and
the tears fell down her face.
Finally Paul asked the question he could not escape, though it made him feel ill to
even think about it. “And you think I’m the father?” he asked without getting up.
“What?” Mary asked, taking a step toward him. She brought one hand up to her
chest and used the other to wipe away her tears, but others replaced them as she said,
“What do you mean?”
“Are you telling me because you think I’m the father?”
“Of course,” Mary said in disbelief. “What are you talking about?”
“I’m no fool, Mary.”
“Paul, what on earth are you talking about?”
Paul said nothing. He let Mary think it over while he looked beyond her through
the forest. “Paul?” she said. “There’s no one else.”
Paul looked at her and said, “The stranger.”
“You think I – ? How could you think – ?” she sobbed. “I love you, Paul. I
wouldn’t,” she paused. “I couldn’t possibly. How could you think that?”
“No? Then what was your job?”
Mary spoke quickly. “Noah wanted to show him around, then wanted me to make
him dinner. The dining room at the hotel isn’t finished.”
“Dinner? Then what?”
“Then nothing. We ate dinner and he left.”
“Why didn’t you tell me about it when I asked you before?”
“I knew you’d be mad. I didn’t think you’d understand.”
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“Did you really think I wouldn’t find out?”
“I know. It was wrong of me. I should have told you.”
Paul looked down at the ground. With his elbows on his knees, he ran his hands
through his hair, then looked back up and asked, “He didn’t – ” he could not finish.
“He – ” Mary looked up and waved her lowered hands momentarily away from
her sides and, looking back at Paul, continued, “He kissed me. On the cheek. But it was
nothing, Paul. Really, it was nothing.”
“It was something,” Paul said without emotion.
“No, it wasn’t. I just don’t want to lose my house and I don’t know what else to
do. Noah wants me to see him again but I won’t. I won’t do it, Paul. I don’t want you to
be upset with me.”
“Too late,” Paul said and walked into his cabin.
More tears fell from Mary’s eyes as she stood there for a few moments. Then she
brushed a few strands of hair behind her ear and wiped away the tears. She drew in a
deep breath as she turned and headed back to an empty house she was sure to lose, while
a child grew in her womb and Paul sat silently and emptily inside his one small room.
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Thirty-eight

The weather was so good that no fisherman could resist trying his luck. Mark
Tanner and George Abrams met near the mill and walked together up the mountain to
Shining Trout. In very little time they returned with five large trout between them.
George even let two go for lack of room in his creel.
After visiting Paul, Peter and his father had walked through the village to Dead
Creek, where they each had caught a brown trout and several small-mouth bass. On
only two of their casts did they fail to catch something.
Using his favorite top-water lure, Matthew St. Pierre caught an enormous largemouth bass near the weed bed at the south end of the lake, a difficult accomplishment
for someone fishing from the muddy shoreline there.
Michael Fitzpatrick waded from the mouth of Cold Brook as far out into the lake
as the shallow, sandy bottom made by the river’s sediment deposit would allow him.
There, with the lake water well above his waist, he neither broke his rod nor lost his
slug; in fact, he caught three large perch in no more than a few minutes.
Even the minister kept fishing. For three days in a row not only did he fish, he
caught no fewer than fifteen brook trout, all in Sucker Brook. He stayed at the edge of
the water long enough that he would later complain to his wife about the ache in his
aging knees. It had been two decades since he had last fished with so much frequency
and success.
The fishing drought that had occurred during the seemingly endless stretch of
rain that had coincided with Paul’s absence was now little more than a memory; the
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immense worry of that time was gone, and in its place a renewed joy grew out of the
splashing of fish at the end of lines. Life in Mission was as it should be.
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Thirty-nine

Several days of loneliness and fishing brought Paul nothing but fish. He found no
answers to his questions, nor anything to soothe his heart. Thus it was that Paul found
himself entering Father Thomas’s on the last day of June.
He had not spoken to Mary since she had told him of her pregnancy, yet he had
thought of little else. His heart had yielded no answers, nor had the waters that had given
up to him their trout. The sun rising over the mountain did not speak to Paul; at dusk it
maintained its silence as it faded behind Mary’s home. The moon hung silent over the
lake, whose water reflected its image on those calm and peaceful nights that pervaded the
middle of summer. Always there stood the mountain. It brooded over the lake and Paul
and all of Mission with grave silence in which one could find all the answers or none of
them.
At last Paul awoke one morning determined to resolve his feelings and chart the
course of his future. He walked beneath a heavily overcast sky on his way to the
minister’s house. There were no sun and no shadows. No wind stirred the trees. A quiet
stillness pervaded all of Mission.
Outside the minister’s door, Paul stamped his feet to remove his boots of dirt and
knocked. Father Thomas opened the door and said in surprise, “Paul! How are you?”
“Fine,” said Paul. “I know I was rude the other day and I apologize. But I’d
really appreciate it if we could talk.”
“Of course. Come in.”
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Paul did not know how to begin. He had not planned how he would proceed and
now found it a greater responsibility than he had expected.
Sensing Paul’s hesitance, the minister said, “What’s troubling you?”
Paul said, “I have neglected Mary.” He said no more, as much out of uncertainty as out
of expectation of a response.
“And this makes you feel guilty?”
“Yes.”
“Why?” the minister asked.
“She’s pregnant.” Paul waited.
After a long moment of silence the minister said, “It is of course a sin to beget a
child out of wedlock, and further it is a sin for a man to neglect the responsibility he has
to that child and its mother.” Paul did not speak, so the minister asked, “Do you not
agree?”
“You’re right, of course, but – ” Paul did not finish, unsure if the admission he
was contemplating would increase his guilt or absolve him of it. He was not sure he
wished to be absolved.
“Paul,” urged the minister, “there is nothing you can admit here that God does not
already know.”
After hesitating, Paul said, “I don’t know if I’m the father.”
“You have had relations her?”
“Yes,” admitted Paul.
“But she has not been” – the minister paused – “faithful.”
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It was a clear enough statement, but one that could be interpreted a number of
ways. Paul knew what the minister meant and so answered, “There’s another man. They
haven’t – ” Paul looked at the minister, who nodded as Paul added, “But – ” He looked
at the floor. “He has money, and – ”
“And that makes you feel insecure.”
Paul nodded.
“I see,” said Father Thomas as he leaned back thoughtfully in his chair.
Silence filled the sitting room, while the gravity of the situation fell upon the men.
The minister spoke first. “I don’t know Mary as well as you do, of course, but she
does not seem like the type of person who would care about money.”
Paul found it difficult to hear another person speak of what he himself hoped to be
true. IN spite of himself he said, “But she’ll lose her house without it. Maybe she does
care. Maybe that’s what she wants.”
The minister rubbed his chin. “This other man – does he know of Mary’s
pregnancy?”
“I don’t know,” Paul answered.
After some moments of contemplative silence Father Thomas asked, “Is this man
kind, caring?”
“I don’t know. I don’t think so.” Paul added, “He’s not from Mission,” as if that
were enough to answer any other questions about him.
The minister removed his glasses with one hand and rubbed his eyes with the
other. Putting them back on he said, “Well, Paul, I think there is a very important
question you must ask yourself.” Paul looked at him expectantly, so he continued,
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“Would Mary prefer to live in her house, owned by a stranger, or with you, somewhere
else?”
Paul knew the answer; he was grateful she was such a good woman, and angry
that he could have let himself doubt her.
Many moments of silence passed.
At last the minister said, “We both know what you should do.”
Paul sat still, waiting for the minister to continue, needing him to put into words
what he already felt.
“Trust Mary,” he said. “Trust her and recognize that there is little on earth more
important to God than the life of a child. Property is insignificant. For the sake of the
child, your child, go to Mary and be with her, and do not waver in your commitment to
her or your child.”
Paul stared at the floor a few moments before saying simply, “You’re right.”
“Go then in peace, and may God be always in your heart.”
With difficulty Paul said, “Thank you, Father.”
“Peace be with you.”
“And also with you.”
Leaving his house, Paul headed to Mary’s home, filled with the most sorrowful
kind of joy, to discuss with her their future together, forcing himself to believe she would
receive him happily. Thus filled with hope, Paul walked through the village. Outside the
post office he met a man who looked familiar. The man approached Paul with his right
hand extended and said, “Hello, Paul, I don’t believe we’ve had the chance to meet
yet. I’m David Morey.”
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“How do you do?” asked Paul, accepting his hand.
“Very well, thanks. I’m happy to run into you like this; I’ve been meaning to
speak to you for some time.” The man paused to give Paul a chance to respond. When
Paul said nothing he continued, “Maybe you’ve forgotten. I purchased Noah Archer’s
land to start the glass factory.”
“Of course,” said Paul, regretting the day he lost his job, his only means of trying
to save Mary’s home.
“I need someone reliable,” the man said. “Are you working?”
“No,” said Paul.
“Would you like a job?”
“I don’t know anything about glass.”
“Not to worry. I’m not looking for that. I need a man to be responsible for the
furnaces, to take care of the fuel.”
“You mean the wood,” said Paul.
“Yes, and coal as well. I need someone reliable,” the man repeated, “and the
others all named you.”
“The others?”
“The men I’ve already hired, the carpenters. There will be some carpentry work
for you as well, but I want you for my furnaces.”
Paul said nothing, thinking.
“The pay will be good, you’ll start in two weeks, and I’ll show you everything
you need to know.”
“All right,” said Paul.
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“Wonderful.” They shook hands again. “I’ll see you in two weeks then, on the
north shore of the lake. You know the place. Come by Monday morning and we’ll get
you started, and I’ll have you fill out some paperwork at the end of the day.”
He left without saying good-bye. Paul continued on to Mary’s, happy to be able
to bring more good news. He would be guarded, skeptical, but at least there was
hope. In the face of nothing else, there would always be hope.
Arriving at Mary’s porch, Paul found her not at home. Sadly, he fished the rest of
the day until darkness forced him back to his cabin. He scarcely noticed the rain that had
begun again and did not see the shadow on the face of the moon, nor did he see its vague
reflection on the surface of the lake, wavering beneath the drops of rain that fell from
invisible clouds.
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Forty

During her time in Barre, weeds had begun to infiltrate her garden, so Mary
spent several morning hours hoeing and pulling them up by hand beneath the gray sky
and seemingly unending stretch of clouds that covered Mission. It was nearly
impossible for her to keep from thinking about what had happened with Paul and
lamenting the outcome of their conversation, wishing that instead of turning her away
he would have returned with her to her cabin and would now have been helping her
reinvigorate her garden. Had she known that he was, at that very moment, talking to
the minister about what he should do, she might have felt more hopeful, but of course
she could not have known and therefore had only his reaction to her news to guide her
feelings.
After her morning work, she ate lunch quickly and then descended her hill, this
time walking through the woods rather than along her carriage road, picking a few
yellow-tufted dandelions and one long and sturdy blade of grass as she went. At the
edge of the lakeshore road, she paused to carefully tie the blade of grass around the
dandelion stems to make a small bouquet, before walking south to the end of the lake
and entering the cemetery. She wove through the tombstones to the far northwest
corner, where the markers tilted a little as the land sloped gently upward and strongly
scented pine boughs reached from beyond the rusted wire fence out over the edge of the
cemetery. There she found a small block of unpolished granite embedded in the earth,
its flat surface only centimeters above the ground. She bent and pulled away the grass
that had grown tall enough to flop down on top of the stone, and she wiped away the
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dirt with her hand to make the engraving more visible. The left side of the marker read
“Julia Whitney Jenkins” above the years “1859-1878”, the right “Jonathon Robert
Jenkins” above “1853-1892”. It was remarkable only in its simplicity and lack of
specificity, the absence of the days and months of their births and deaths glaring,
though perhaps, Mary supposed, largely unimportant.
The evening after her father’s funeral was the first time Paul had brought her
fish. She was inside her cabin with her aunt and uncle and cousin, trying to properly
store all the food she had been given, when she saw him through the window, tall and
thin and gangly and wearing clothes that hung loosely on his wide, bony shoulders and
boyishly skinny waist, plodding up the carriage track carrying three large, alreadygutted trout on a short stringer. Since then he had filled out into a muscled, sinewy
man, but had not lost the dark, brooding eyes whose full depths Mary still felt she
would never be able to reach.
She had watched as he approached the porch but did not climb the steps, instead
placing the fish gently onto the porch floor and turning to leave without a sound. Mary
walked quickly out onto the porch and called after him, “Paul! Wait!” He stopped and
turned halfway around, putting his hands in his pockets and scuffing the dirt while he
waited for Mary to reach him. “Thank you,” she said. “You didn’t have to do that.”
Looking at the ground, he said only, “I know,” and there ensued an awkward
silence.
Finally Mary said, “Um, we’re going to have dinner soon. Would you like to
stay?”
Paul looked up at the cabin a moment and then said, “No, that’s alright.”
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Mary had lifted her hand as if to reach out and touch Paul’s arm, but paused
midway before letting it fall back down to her side. “We have so much food. You
should eat some,” she told him.
“I wouldn’t feel comfortable,” he said frankly.
“Oh.” This time it was Mary who stared at the ground.
“So what’s going to happen?” Paul asked.
“What do you mean?”
“With the cabin. Your relatives. What are you going to do?”
“Well, my aunt wants me to live with them, but I don’t want to leave. They
barely have enough for themselves. I don’t want to be a burden and I can take care of
myself here.” She had known, even then, that she also didn’t want to be away from
Paul.
He nodded. “And the cabin?”
“What about it?”
“Do you have any money? Are you going to be able to keep it?”
Mary’s lips quivered and her chin wrinkled involuntarily as she looked down.
She drew in a deep breath and said, “I don’t know.”
“Well, I – ”
And then she had been unable to hold back the tears. She had lurched forward
and hugged him tightly. He had put one arm across her shoulders and had let her cry
into his chest; when she finished, she had turned without saying anything more or
looking up at him and had walked back into her cabin.
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The next day Samual and Jennifer had left. Martha had stayed a few days,
during which she and Mary learned that Paul had spoken to Zach McCain and they had
struck an agreement whereby Mary could keep her house and land indefinitely while
they worked out the details of a financial arrangement. Paul’s fortitude during that time
and obvious concern for Mary, along with Mary’s pleas and assurances and her own
pressing engagements had convinced Martha she need not bring Mary to live with her.
And so had begun the events that had led Mary to this moment in the cemetery.
After cleaning the marker, Mary placed the bouquet neatly between the two
names, then sat on the ground next to her mother’s side, turning to face the lake that
was just visible from this highest point in the cemetery. Glass-smooth and dark blow
the clouds, it rested calmly as water falling down off the mountain gently pushed an
equal amount of water out through Sucker Brook. It was impressive in its equilibrium,
which was disturbed only by the heaviest rainfall; not even the fastest of spring-time
snowmelts could change the level much, and even when it did rise or fall a noticeable
amount, what happened below the surface did not. Its constancy reminded Mary that
no matter how much things might seem to change, the bare essentials never did, that the
hard bedrock facts of life always remained the same. She took what comfort she could
in that reminder, satisfied if not happy to rediscover it here thanks to her parents, who
could live on at least in memory, and she vowed that her child would grow up in this
place, to learn from the mountain and the lake the same unspeakable lessons they had
taught her.
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Forty-one

The next afternoon, Paul cut through Zach McCain’s apple orchard on his return
from the river. He found Zach standing on a ladder leaning against one of his
trees. Though he did not wish to speak to him, Paul wandered toward Zach out of respect
for his orchard, through which he often walked. The slanting rays of the setting sun cast
Zach’s shadow long across the ground.
“Hello, Paul. How was the fishing?” asked Zach, climbing down the ladder. He
set his basket on the ground.
“Fine, thank you. How are you?”
“Fine. This must be good weather for fly fishing.”
“Yes,” said Paul. “There was a hatch this morning on Sucker Brook.”
“Good.” Zach’s face shifted then. He said, “There’s something I need to tell
you. Will you come to my house for a few minutes?”
“Of course,” said Paul, trying not to show his concern.
Zach picked up his basket and led Paul toward his house. They passed a second
basket lying on the ground. Zach asked, “Do you mind?”
Bending to take the basket Paul asked, “Isn’t it a little early to be picking apples?”
“A little,” answered Zach. “But we’ll use these for pressing cider, so it doesn’t
matter if they’re not ripe.”
They said nothing more until they reached the small shed next to Zach’s
house. They left the baskets there. Zach said, “Let’s sit on the porch. Can I get you
something to drink? Our first batch of cider is just ready.”
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“Please,” said Paul.
Zach went inside to get the cider. Paul walked around the house to the
porch. Zach’s house sat at the top of a small rise a few acres back from the west shore of
the lake, just high enough to see the water. From the porch, which faced east, the
mountain was clearly visible, rising steeply from the opposite side. Paul stood staring at
its many scars when Zach appeared carrying two glasses of the dark brown
cider. Handing one to Paul he said, “Every morning it casts its shadow over my house,
and once or twice each summer I just sit here for a few hours in the morning and watch
the shadow crawl across the lake. It makes a man know his place in the world. You
know the feeling?”
“Yes,” said Paul. “I believe I do.”
Each took a drink of cider, staring at the mountain. It stood tall as ever and cast
no shadow under the midday sun.
“Well,” said Zach, “I told you I have news. I didn’t say good or bad because I
don’t know if it’s good or bad.” Zach paused to drink from his glass. Paul simply
listened. “You know of the boundary dispute with Calais.”
“Yes,” said Paul, turning to look at Zach.
“Well, that got settled a couple days ago.”
Zach stood silent, drinking cider. Paul was forced to ask, “Why do you want me
to know?”
Zach replied, “We learned that Mary’s house is actually in Calais. I thought
maybe it’d be better if you told her.”
Paul thought a moment. “What about the taxes?” he asked.
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“Mission won’t do anything.”
“And Calais?”
“They have a right to the money, but I don’t know what they’ll do. I don’t know
how soon things’ll get settled there.”
Paul, drinking cider and seeing no shadow on the lake, considered the weight of
this news he would later bring to Mary. He finished his glass and handed it to Zach as
said, “Thank you for the cider.” Zach nodded and Paul left.
Early that evening, amid the growing shadows of the night, Paul caught two trout,
intending to take them to Mary along with all his news and his newfound hope. His
commitment to fatherhood, his job, the change to Mary’s home – all this he had to tell
her, hoping she would receive it all with joy in her heart. Approaching her cabin he was
happy to see candle-light coming from her windows. He was surprised to hear voices,
and deeply saddened to see the outline of a man whose face Paul could not
distinguish. He stood there longingly, looking at the warmth of the cabin and feeling his
own lonely confusion. The conversation he’d had with the minister – his resolve – left
him. The news he had heard from Zach – his hope – was gone. His new job now meant
little. All disappeared among the shadows that flickered out of Mary’s
windows. Standing there empty, Paul felt all was lost. Even the profound momentary
emptiness of losing a fish did not hurt as much as the emptiness Paul now felt. Back at
his own cabin he did not eat the trout.
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Forty-two

Mary had an unusual visitor that evening. She was carrying a pail of water back
from her well when a man she had never seen before approached her cabin.
“Mary Jenkins?” he said.
“Yes?” Mary asked.
“Please forgive my arriving unannounced like this at such an odd hour, but I had
business in Mission today and I’m just now heading back to Calais. I thought I might
have a few moments of your time.”
Mary did not speak but shifted the pail from one hand to the other.
“May I come in?” the stranger asked apprehensively.
“I don’t know who you are,” Mary said.
“Of course. How thoughtless of me. I’m Gregory Parson. I’m on the Calais
select board and I – well, you know about the boundary dispute, of course, and, you
see, that’s the business I came here about today and I thought I could speak to you for a
few minutes.”
“All right.” Mary turned and went inside without officially inviting in the
stranger, who followed her up the steps. She set her pail near the sink and then sat at
her table, nodding at the chair across from her to indicate to her guest that he could sit
there.
Once he settled in he said, “I’m sorry to be visiting you like this, but this is the
kind of thing I think it best to do in person.”
Mary nodded, bracing for what she knew was coming.
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“You see, the boundary line has finally been settled, and all but a small portion
of the southeast corner of your lot is actually in Calais.”
“That’s been confirmed with Zach McCain and the town records office?”
“Yes, and Montpelier, too. I met with Zach today.”
After a pause, when the man did not immediately continue, Mary said, “And?”
The man fidgeted with the faded black bowler cap he had taken off upon
entering the cabin, which now sat in his lap. “Well,” he said, “you may have heard
about the new bridge we’ve got going, and – well, to be frank, we’ve run into some
unexpected difficulties and we need to raise some money.”
“Yes.”
“And, well, the board voted yesterday to put your house up for auction.”
Mary nodded slowly. Turning to the west she asked, “And we can’t arrange
some kind of deal?”
“Well, ma’am, it was nearly a split vote. Some members wanted to give you
that chance, but the others – well, they felt that your record of being unable to keep up
with any payments to Mission was enough to go ahead and sell.”
Mary stared blankly out the window.
“You can still keep everything, though, if you pay the back taxes before the
auction.”
“Which is when?”
“A week from Monday.”
Mary barely nodded.
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“There is a new bank in Calais that might be willing to finance the money for
you – with interest, of course. I know the president and if you’d like I could arrange – ”
Mary waved her hand to stop him. “That won’t be necessary. You said
yourself that my record is too poor. I could never get anyone to finance my debt.”
“Well,” the man continued, “it’s my understanding that you could still file an
injunction with the county court to delay the auction.”
“I appreciate your trying to help, Mr. Parson.” She forced an ineffectual smile
and, turning back to the window, said, “Thank you for stopping by,” knowing she did
not have the money for a lawyer, and even if she did it would take her much too long to
save the money she now owed Calais. It was difficult for her to remain hopeful.
The stranger stood slowly and pushed his chair in under the table. “Well,” he
said, “if you change your mind you can speak to Zach. He knows how to get in touch
with me.”
Mary said nothing, nor made any kind of physical gesture by which the man
might discern some bit of information, so he added, “Good night then,” and walked
quietly out of the cabin, leaving Mary there alone, hoping Paul might come to see her.
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Forty-three

The next day Paul sat outside his cabin trimming some flies he had just tied.
Neither did he feel nor smell nor hear the world, there in the light of the early morning,
that time of day when the shadows have only just begun to emerge. Then Mary appeared
before him. Her pained expression awoke something in Paul. He did not, though, arise
to meet her in the world that now became vibrant. He sat feeling the cool of the
mountain’s shadow and listened to the breeze rustling through the leaves. He smelled the
same smell to which he awoke every morning – fresh pine – new now as he looked at
Mary. When she spoke, he heard her as though for the first time.
“Hello, Paul,” she said.
“Hello.” Paul only glanced at her, then turned his attention back to the fly in his
hands.
“I was hoping you might come visit me last night.”
Paul thought about what he should tell her. He settled on the truth. “I did,” he
said without looking up.
“Oh,” Mary replied, making no effort to hide her surprise. “When? I never saw
you. Why didn’t you come in?”
“You were with another man.” Paul still did not look up.
“Yes, but you could have – ” Mary stopped short when she realized why he had
not come in to see her after discovering someone else there.
In the silence that followed Paul continued to work on his flies, unsure if he
should now give Mary the news, after the hurt he had suffered the previous night. Before
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he had a chance to make up his mind, Mary said, “You probably thought that was Noah’s
stranger at my house again last night. It wasn’t. I realize the mistake I made – I wouldn’t
do that again.” She waited for a response from Paul.
He did not know how to feel, still hurt as he was from all that had happened, but
also bearing guilt and shame for feeling hurt when he knew he shouldn’t. He swallowed
the lump in his throat so that he could ask, “Who was it?”
“A selectman from Calais,” she replied.
“So he told you about your house?”
“You spoke to Zach McCain?”
“Yes,” said Paul. “What did the selectman say?”
“You were right about collecting money for the bridge. They’re going to put my
house up for auction next week.” Mary’s voice faltered. A tear rolled down her
cheek. She took a step toward Paul but went no farther when he did not rise to comfort
her. “I can’t possibly keep it. I have no money.” She looked up at the mountain, then
back at Paul to ask, “What will I do?”
Paul, unsure of what to say, said nothing for several moments. At last he said,
“What do you want?”
Out of fear of asking for what she wanted, afraid of Paul’s response, Mary said
simply, “I don’t know.” To herself she thought, I want you, Paul. You and nothing else.
Paul, mad at himself and feeling guilty for ever having distrusted Mary, confused
by Mary’s unexpected response, saddened that she did not say she wanted him, asked,
“So your feelings have changed?”
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“No!” she blurted out, crying. “They haven’t, but I’m tired of waiting for you.
I’m tired of being of afraid of what you’ll say.” She put the butt of the palm of her hand
against her chin and covered her lips with her bent fingers and looked down and to the
side. She sobbed. Then she looked back at Paul and said, “Or what you won’t say. I’m
tired of not knowing how you feel.” Paul looked at her as she continued, “And I feel
awful about what I did and I’m sorry and I’m going to lose my house and I’m confused
and I just don’t know what to do. I’m so scared.”
With Mary’s father’s final words echoing in his memory, Paul stood and walked
toward her. He embraced her and held her shaking body. She cried into his chest. “I
love you, Mary,” he told her with a quiet steadiness that surprised even him. She looked
up at him. He wiped the tears from her cheeks and began, “I just – ” but stopped and,
after a moment in which he could not find the words to explain what he wanted to
explain, repeated, “I love you.”
Mary pressed her head back into his chest and curled her arms inside of his
embrace. He bent and kissed the top of her head. Without waiting for a response he
walked into his cabin, leaving her there too shocked to move or speak. He emerged with
his rod, wearing his hat and creel.
Mary asked, “You’re going fishing?”
Paul said calmly, “You’re hungry, and there’s also our child to think about. I
don’t have anything here, so I’ll come back with some fish. You should get your tools so
we can start digging a garden here. If we plant now we can grow enough to get us
through winter.”
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Watching him go, Mary sat on his stump. She leaned back against the cabin and
clasped her hands over her stomach. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and tried to
imagine how it would feel in the morning when she would be awoken not by the sun
kissing her eyelids but by Paul’s lips. She found comfort in knowing that he would carry
with him the memory of her father in measure equal to the sun. After a few moments she
rose and headed back to her cabin to get her tools and what seeds she had left to return
with them to Paul’s, where she would go about the daily tasks of living and preparing for
another long winter.
Meanwhile, Paul walked south to Sucker Brook. He stood at the edge of the
water, watching it flow quietly between the banks. For several moments he thought only
of fish and how to catch them. He then began fishing, as he always did, with a renewed
sense of hope.
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